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 The famous Milton Friedman tenet goes, “The business of business is 
business” – but what about the business of schools? The fascination about the market; 
its philosophies, language and assumptions is hegemonically taking over all spheres 
of our lives – including public education. In public education, policy makers around 
the world are marketizing their school sectors. As schools are being corporatized, the 
practices of their business counterparts are often slavishly imported and implemented 
in schools. This phenomenon has important implications for policy makers, 
administrators and organizational researchers. 
 
 Using the grounded-theory approach, I conducted interviews with 31 teachers 
to understand the impact of corporatization on their work. A grounded theory of the 
meaning of teaching work was developed as a result of this study. The negative 
implications of corporatization and implications for both policy makers and 
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The Business of Schools: Corporatization of 





 The famous Milton Friedman tenet goes, “The business of business is 
business” – but what about the business of schools? The fascination about the market; 
its philosophies, language and assumptions is hegemonically taking over all spheres 
of our lives – including public education. In public education, policy makers around 
the world are marketizing their school sectors. As schools are being corporatized, the 
practices of their business counterparts are often slavishly imported and implemented 
in schools. 
 
 This phenomenon has been discussed mainly by the scholars doing 
educational research. Thus, related literature on this phenomenon has largely 
surrounded traditional educational research issues such as curriculum, education 
systems, democracy, accountability and school reforms. In addition, the research is 
focused on the macro-level. However, there are important issues in this phenomenon 
that fall under topics that organizational scholars examine (e.g. motivation, 
organizational citizenship behaviors, nature of work, etc). Organizational behavior 
(OB) literature on public education is very scarce, with the notable exception of 
William Ouchi’s work (e.g. Ouchi, 2003, 2006), which focused on macro 
organizational behavior issues like organizational structure and design.  
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 As noted earlier, the OB literature on public education is very scarce. In fact, 
on the whole, there are few OB scholars who study public organizations. In a recent 
issue in the Academy of Management Journal, Steve Kelman highlighted the lack of 
“scholarly firepower” (2005: 967) in public management research and appealed for 
organizational scholars to help shed light on the challenges that public organizations 
face. One of the areas that were singled out by Kelman was high-visibility public 
concerns such as public education. In addition, the 2006 Academy of Management 
Conference was also themed “Knowledge, Action and the Public Concern” to 
encourage organizational scholars to address the larger issues of public concern.  
 
 A meso-level theory that can examine the impact of this macro-level 
phenomenon on the micro-level individuals, will not only be contributing to 
organizational theory, but will also be very useful in helping policy makers and school 
administrators understand the implications of their policies. Thus, I ask the following 
question in this study: ‘What is the impact of corporatization on the work of 
teachers?’ Specifically, I am interested in how the macro-level phenomenon of the 
corporatization1 of schools affects the micro-level attitudes, behaviors, and cognition 
of individual teachers, and the consequent educational outcomes. Due to the lack of 
theory in describing and explaining this phenomenon, I adopt the grounded theory 
approach for this study to develop new theory. This study also represents a deliberate 
effort to contribute to the OB literature on public organizations. 
  
                                                        
1
 Previous studies have used the term ‘Marketization’ to describe the larger dynamics 
of business-like practices on schools on a macro perspective. I have chosen to use a 
nuanced term of “Corporatization” to emphasize the impact of business-like practices 
at the school and individual levels, specifically on viewpoint of individuals when 
schools become corporations. 
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Before I describe the methodology of the study, it is important for us to 
understand the fundamental issues that surround the literature on public and private 
organizations. In the sections that follow, I will conduct a brief review of the relevant 
literature on public and private organizations. Thereafter, I will provide the context of 
the study by giving an introduction of the Singapore school system and its 
development in recent years. 
 
Public and Private Organizations 
 Organizational theorists have largely ignored the distinctions between public 
and private organizations. In the volume ‘Understanding and Managing Public 
Organizations,’ Rainey (2003) commented that organizational theorists often strongly 
assert that distinctions between public and private, market and non-market, and 
governmental and non-governmental organizations have little to offer to 
organizational theorists who want to develop theory and understanding practice in 
organizations. Some of the proponents of this school of thought include influential 
organizational theorists such as Herbert Simon, Max Weber and James Thompson.  
 
 However, there are definitely characteristics present in public organizations 
that are not in private organizations (See Rainey, 2003, for a review). First, public 
organizations such as public schools, public hospitals, postal services, fire 
departments and immigration and naturalization services do not have profits or 
revenue figures to indicate their level of performance. Unlike their business 
counterparts where shareholder value or share price can be calculated and monitored 
easily, public organizations often lack tangible and measurable outcomes.  Second, as 
the outcomes of public organizations are often intangible and immeasurable, it is also 
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more difficult to determine the performance of its officers. This means that incentive 
pay systems are harder to implement as there are less objective outcomes one could 
ascertain to measure performance. In addition, the effects of policies that are being 
implemented may only be seen in 20 to 30 years time (e.g. social investments in 
education). Third, public organizations are largely funded by tax-payers. This creates 
different dynamics when it comes to accountability. While private business 
organizations are largely accountable to their shareholders and a smaller number of 
stakeholders and interests groups, public organizations are virtually accountable to 
everyone. Thus public organizations often have many more political and legitimacy 
concerns to address in decision making, as compared to their private counterparts. 
Fourth, private organizations function within and respond to market behaviors. The 
price, product offering and supply of private organizations are highly dependent on 
the consumers and other market players. For public organizations, there is no price 
and market, and supply is relatively less sensitive to the needs of its users.  
 
 However, the boundaries between public and private organizations are 
becoming less distinct. Policy makers often treat the marketization mechanism as a 
panacea that will solve all the problems they encounter in public administration. 
When faced with problems of inefficiencies, public organizations are corporatized so 
that the market will correct the inefficiencies. When faced with morale and 
performance problems, pay-for-performance systems are implemented to motivate the 
employees. Arguably, market philosophies and practices have invaded all spheres of 
our lives. Such a change has also increased the pressure to produce tangible evidence 
as proof for one’s efforts at work. Michael Power labels this the “audit culture.” In 
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Power’s volume, ‘The Audit Society: Rituals of Verification,’ he noted the 
proliferation of the auditing culture:  
“During the late 1980s and early 1990s, the word 'audit' began to be used in 
Britain with growing frequency in a wide variety of contexts. In addition to the 
regulation of private company accounting by financial audit, practices of 
environmental audit, value for money audit, management audit, forensic audit, 
data audit, intellectual property audit, medical audit, teaching audit, and 
technology audit emerged and, to varying degrees, acquired a degree of 
institutional stability and acceptance. Increasing numbers of individuals and 
organizations found themselves subject to new or more intensive accounting and 
audit requirements. In short, a growing population of 'auditees' began to 
experience a wave of formalized and detailed checking up on what they do... 
Very few people have been left untouched by these developments; the need to 
give more and better accounts and to have these accounts checked by auditors 
has become widespread.” (Power, 1997: 3) 
  
With this review of the literature on public and private organizations, I now 
present the context of the study. 
 
Context: The Corporatization of Schools 
 Schools in Singapore are increasingly run like business corporations. 
Principals of schools are encouraged to think of themselves as CEOs of their 
respective schools (Ng, 2003), and in Hwa Chong Institute, one of the top schools in 
Singapore, the Principal even took on the formal business title of a CEO. This move, 
as explained by the Chairman of the Institution’s Board of Directors, was to “[reflect] 
more accurately the expanded role and responsibility of the Principal” and also to 
position the institution “as an enterprise and would like to adapt the business model to 
[their] school to build on [their] strong ties with local and global strategic partners 
(Business Titles for School Leaders, 2005).”  
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 Similar to their business counterparts, schools aim to be certified by quality 
organizations and implement quality models.2 In year 2000, the Singapore Ministry of 
Education (MOE) implemented the School Excellence Model (SEM) framework to 
allow principals of schools to conduct self-appraisals. As described and explained in 
MOE’s official document on the SEM: 
“The framework and scoring method are adapted from the business excellence 
model developed by the European Foundation of Quality Management (EFQM). 
The adapted framework offers schools a clear framework of reference with 
which school leaders can easily communicate and motivate staff to superior 
performance… The use of indicators and areas to address are adapted from the 
Singapore Quality Award (SQA) 3  model and the education version of the 
American Malcome Baldrige National Quality Award Model (MBNQA). 
Business and technical terms are changed wherever necessary, to educational 
ones. A conscious effort is made to align the SEM to the SQA. This alignment is 
important as it will enable schools to pitch themselves against national 
benchmarks for organizational excellence. (http://intranet.moe.sg/schdiv/part_1_ 
content.htm, cited by Mok, 2003, p.356).” 
  
As further elaborated by Soh and Koh (2002), the Singapore Quality Class (SQC) – 
which is the certification given to organizations when they meet Business Excellence 
standards – “provides a benchmark for schools to compare their performance to that 
of business organizations.” There are currently at least 40 primary, secondary and 
junior colleges which are certified SQC (11.27% of all schools)4, and many more 
schools that are trying to achieve the SQC certification. 
 
                                                        
2
 This phenomenon however, is not restricted to Singapore alone. For example, 
countries like Northern Ireland (McAdam and Welsh, 2000), Portugal (Saraiva, Rosa 
and d’Orey, 2003), United Kingdom (Osseo-Asare, Longbottom and Murphy, 2005) 
and United States (Goldberg and Cole, 2002) have also implemented such quality 
initiatives in varying extents. 
3
 Using the Business Excellence Assessment for Continuous Improvement (BEACON) 
questionnaire, organizations scoring at least 400 points (out of 1000) during the 
assessment will be invited to join the SQC. SQC members are then invited to apply 
for the SQA. The SQA is conferred to organizations that score more than 700 points. 
4
 SPRING (Singapore Productivity and Innovation Board) 
http://www.spring.gov.sg/Resources/LkMenu3/Cert_Orgns/document/Certified_Coys
_SQC_1Aug06.xls 
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 The School Excellence Model (SEM; as shown in Figure 1) and Business 
Excellence Model (BEM; as shown in Figure 2) are highly similar. Both models have 
9 components and schools are required to appraise themselves and attach a score to 
each of the components being assessed using a checklist of questions. They are also 
required to produce explicit evidence to justify the score and show continuous 
improvement in all components of the model. Mok asserts that Singapore’s 
corporatization of schools is characterized by its “adherence to “economic 
instrumentalism,” whereby market principles and practices are adopted to improve 
governance and management of the education sector (Mok, 2003: 362),” and the SEM 
is an indicator of that market ideology. This market ideology is also reflected in how 
the MOE tried to deal with the increasing workload among teachers. In an attempt to 
reduce the workload of teachers, the MOE suggested outsourcing school discipline 
and other administrative tasks to private firms who can do it “cheaper and better” 
(Goh, 2005) 5 . Clearly, the ways of the market are now in the schools as they 
continuously look to their business counterparts for solutions. 
 
 Teachers in Singapore are also among the best paid employees. The MOE 
believes that it is important to pay teachers adequately in order to attract and retain 
talented people in the teaching service. Starting salaries for new teachers range from 
$2,409 to $2,762 for teachers with 3-year degrees, and $2,762 to $3,292 for teachers 
with 4-year degrees. This is higher than most of their counterparts in other industries 
where starting salaries for 3-year degrees range from $1,998 to $2,360 (except for 
Pharmacists who are paid $2,771), and $1,857 to $3,023 for 4-year degrees (except 
                                                        
5
 This generated much rebuff from the public as they questioned if everything has to 
be defined in terms of the bottom-line (Tan, 2005) and what really constitutes the 
teacher-student relationship (Teo, 2005). 
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for Lawyers and Doctors who are paid $3,905 and $3,746 respectively; Ministry of 
Manpower, 2005). All teachers are also entitled to a variable allowance which is 
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The School Excellence Model (SEM) 
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economy performs well. In addition, to encourage continuity and commitment in 
teaching, the CONNECT Plan was introduced. Teachers accumulate a sum of $2,000 
to $4,800 every year in an account that they can draw out at defined points of 3 to 5 
years. 
 
In 2000, the MOE hired Hay Management Consultants to review the career 
and pay structure of the teaching service. This review led to the introduction of a new 
performance management system called the Enhanced Performance Management 
System (EPMS) in 2003, which is the current assessment system in place. The EPMS 
unlike its predecessor, consists of 3 different career tracks; teaching, leadership and 
senior specialist. This change was introduced to “offer challenging and enriching 
careers that suit the different abilities, inclinations and aspirations” of teachers (Teo, 
2001). The previous assessment system was viewed as “one-size-fits-all” system that 
had overemphasized on an individual’s potential for school management instead of 
teachers’ personal aspirations (Teo, 2001). The EPMS adopted a competency-based 
approach in assessing teachers. Under the EPMS, the competencies assessed 
depended on which track the teacher belongs 6 . This competency-based approach 
belongs to the David McClelland tradition where core competencies are viewed as “an 
underlying characteristic of an individual that is causally related to criterion-
                                                        
6
 The competencies are divided into 3 broad categories: Core competency (CC), 
Assessment competencies (AC), and Emotional competencies (EC). Teaching track – 
CC: Nurturing the whole child; AC: Developing others, initiative, understanding the 
environment, working in teams, analytical thinking, subject mastery, partnering 
parents, teaching creatively; EC (Same for all 3 tracks): Turning into self, personal 
integrity, understanding others, respecting others. Leadership track – CC: Visionary 
leadership; AC: Developing others, initiative, organizational awareness, working with 
others, strategic thinking, impact and influence, flexibility, leading the team. 
Specialist track – CC: Professional mastery; AC: Developing others, drive for 
improvement, analytical thinking, conceptual thinking, impact and influence, 
flexibility, intellectual integrity, stakeholder focus. 
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referenced effective and/or superior performance in a job or situation” (Spencer & 
Spencer, 1993, p.9, emphases in original). Competencies dictionaries that defined 
each competency were also developed. This approach to appraising teachers is 
another feature of a rationalized practice where schools import what is being practiced 
in the corporate world (see Sanberg, 2000, for a review and critique of rationalistic 
approaches to competence). In addition, teachers are also given a performance grade 
of A to E7 and are ranked against their peers8, and the performance grade is pegged to 
the performance bonus. According to information provided by 2 informants, 
principals are given a sum of money (depending on the school’s performance) to 
allocate to their teachers as bonuses, and a grade ‘A’ performer receives a 
performance bonus worth 2 to 2.5 months of his/her salary, a ‘B’ performer receives 
1.5 to 2 months of bonus, and a ‘C’ performer receives 1.0 to 1.5 months, while ‘D’ 
and ‘E’ performers do not receive any bonuses.  
 
 In many aspects, the Singapore education system has done very well. Drop-out 
rates are a mere 3% and this is often credited to the streaming (i.e. ability grouping) 
system (Lee, 2006). In the Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study 
(TIMSS) carried out by the International Association for Evaluation of Educational 
                                                        
7
 A – The officer far exceeds requirements of his/her current grade in all areas of 
his/her work, and makes positive contributions in area beyond his/her immediate 
responsibility.  
B – The officer exceeds requirements of his/her current grade in most areas of his/her 
work.  
C – The officer exceeds requirements of his/her current grade in some areas of his/her 
work (Additional contributions are more than shortcomings). 
D – The officer is just able to meet requirements of his/her current grade in his/her 
work (Additional contributions are balanced by shortcomings). 
E – The officer is unable to meet requirement of his/her current grade in his/her work 
(Shortcomings are more than additional contributions). 
8
 Ranking is not a new feature of the EPMS and was already implemented in the 
preceding assessment system. 
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Achievement (IEA) in 1995, 1999 and 2003, Singapore consistently came out tops in 
both mathematics and science achievements for its fourth and eighth graders (see 
Table 1). The MOE also aims to increase the number of teachers from the current 
26,382 (Ministry of Education, 2006) who are serving 532,225 students to 30,000 by 
the year 2010 (Lee, 2006) so that class sizes of 35 could be reduced further. Education 
remains a high priority for Singapore as the island state has no natural resources, and 
can only rely on the quality of its workforce.  
 
TABLE 1 
Average Mathematics / Science Scale Scores of Eighth-Grade Students 





1995 1999 2003 
Country 
1995 1999 2003 
Singapore 609 604 605 Singapore 580 568 578 
Korea, Republic of 581 587 589 Chinese Taipei NA 569 571 
Hong Kong SAR 569 582 586 Korea, Republic 546 549 558 
Chinese Taipei NA 585 585 Hong Kong SAR 510 530 556 
Japan 581 579 570 Japan 554 550 552 
Belgium-Flemish 550 558 537 Hungary 537 552 543 
Netherlands 529 540 536 Netherlands 541 545 536 
Hungary 527 532 529 United States 513 515 527 
Malaysia NA 519 508 Australia 514 NA 527 
Russian Federation 524 526 508 Sweden 553 NA 524 
Slovak Republic 534 534 508 Slovenia 514 NA 520 
Latvia-LSS 488 505 505 New Zealand 511 510 520 
Australia 509 NA 505 Lithuania 464 488 519 
United States 492 502 504 Slovak Republic 532 535 517 
Lithuania 472 482 502 Belgium-Flemish 533 535 517 
Sweden 540 NA 499 Russian Federation 523 529 514 
Scotland 493 NA 498 Latvia-LSS 476 503 513 
Israel NA 466 496 Scotland 501 NA 512 
New Zealand 501 491 494 Malaysia NA 492 510 
Slovenia 494 NA 493 Norway 514 NA 494 
Source: Gonzales, P., Guzmán, J. C., Partelow, L., Pahike, E., Jocelyn, L., Kastberg, D., & Williams, T. 
(2004). Highlights from the trends in International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS) 2003 
(NCES 2005-005). U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, 
Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing Office. 
 
Clearly, Singapore has done well in these aspects where measurements can be 
devised and measured rather objectively. What about areas such as teacher morale, 
quality of life of teachers, student character development and other intangible aspects 
which are not objectively measurable, but are arguably more important than academic 
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achievements? What is the impact of the introduction of highly rationalized 
performance and quality management systems that so evinces its aspirations to model 
after its business counterparts? One of the main consequences of the corporatization 
of schools is the use of economics language, assumptions and philosophies in the 
governance of the affairs of the school (Ferraro, Pfeffer, & Sutton, 2005). The 
problems of running educational institutions in a market-like fashion were highlighted 
by Pfeffer and Fong (2004) as they describe a similar phenomenon that was observed 
in business schools in the United States. Business school administrators were treating 
students and recruiters as customers, and by so doing, market-like values drive the 
academic agenda, causing schools to lose the very character and values such as 
collegiality and character development that institutions of higher education should 
possess (Porter, Rehder, & Muller, 1997). As asserted by Pfeffer and Fong, “[t]he 
presence of a market-based, economic orientation coupled with conflicting pressures 
and no strong professional ideology leaves business schools relying on ideas such as 
competition, growth, and return on investment as they think about their role and 
strategy (2004: 1510).”  
 
 The corporatized environment of the Singapore school system provides a 
valuable context for researchers to understand the fundamental differences between 
the different institutional forms (i.e. public, private, for-profit and nonprofit). This 
study investigates the impact of imposing a market environment (that characterizes 
private and for-profit organizations) on a public and nonprofit sector. Understanding 
this phenomenon will certainly help organizational scholars to formulate theory and 
accumulate knowledge regarding the unique characteristics of public and nonprofit 
organizations. Additionally, it will also help managers of public organizations in their 
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day-to-day work and policy makers understand the implications of their policies. In 
the next section, I will present the methodology that was employed for this study. 




 As mentioned in the preceding sections, the purpose of this study is to 
investigate the impact of corporatization of schools on the work of teachers. The lack 
of research and theory in describing and explaining the impact of corporatization on 
individuals in public organizations necessitates a methodology that facilitates theory 
building. Thus the grounded theory approach (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Strauss & 
Corbin, 1990) was used to investigate pertinent aspects that could both describe and 
explain the phenomenon. The recommendations provided in Glaser and Strauss (1967) 
and Strauss and Corbin (1990) were used to guide my sampling and data analysis 
decisions.  
 
 Two kinds of data were collected in this study – primary and secondary. 
Primary data was collected via semi-structured interviews in 2 phases. The first phase 
of the data collection was conducted 2 to 5 months after the EPMS had started in 2005, 
and the second phase of data collection was conducted 14 to 15 months after the 
EPMS had started. The timings of the first and second phase of data collections 
allowed informants’ initial reactions to the new appraisal system to be gathered. 
Figure 3 shows the chronology of the EPMS as well as the key events in the research 
process. Secondary data consisting of newspaper reports, teachers’ union publications, 
government speeches, parliamentary replies, teachers’ blogs, official reports and 
statistics, websites, and advertisements were collected throughout the entire research 
process. The purpose of collecting both primary and secondary data was two-fold. 
First, the secondary data allowed me to grasp the background and history of events as 
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FIGURE 3 
Data Collection Process and Chronology of Events 
 
14th Apr ’06: MOE responds on main national newspaper 
that EPMS will be reviewed. 
Nov to Dec ’05:   
Hunt for site 
2003 2005 2006 2007 
Feb ’06: Teachers’ union publication ‘The Mentor’ 
publishes teachers’ dissatisfaction over EPMS. 
Dec ‘04 to Sept ’06: Secondary data collection. 
16th Feb to 6th Mar ’06: Data 
collection phase 2 
26th Feb to 23rd May ’05: Data 
collection phase 1 
1st Jan’05:  Teachers, Senior Teachers, Master Teachers, GEO 
HQ officers all appraised under EPMS. 
1st Jan  ’03: Heads of Departments, Subject Heads and Level 
Heads trained as appraisers under EPMS. 
1st Jan ’03: Principals, Vice Principals, and SEO HQ 















































1st Apr ’06: Local paper publishes 
criticisms on EPMS 
 
Jun to Oct ’05: Analysis of 
phase 1 data 
Mar to Sep ’06:  
Analysis of phase 1 + 2 data 
Jan ’06: Neutron Secondary School 
agrees to participate 
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I constructed the first interview schedule as well as the refinement of subsequent 
versions. It also sensitized me to the data during the analysis as it allowed me to 
situate the data in its appropriate context. Second, the use of multiple data sources 
strengthens the study and improves the validity of the findings via data triangulation 
(Denzin, 1978). Multiple data sources facilitate cross-checking by alerting me to 
inconsistencies, and allow me to probe more deeply and clarify during the primary 
data collection process. In this study, such inconsistencies often revealed 
miscommunications, misconceptions, or different sensemaking processes of 
informants. 
 
 In the sections that follow, I will explain in detail what I have done in each 




 A total of 10 teachers were interviewed in Phase 1 between the period 26th 
February and 23rd May 2005. It was essential at this stage of the research process to 
have a good grasp of the significant events that had transpired, and the emotions as 
well as the thought processes of teachers going through the process of corporatization 
in schools. I began by looking for teachers among my personal contacts as research 
participants because trust was already established, and I would get the candid 
responses that I needed. I also intentionally varied my sample by approaching 
teachers who were teaching at the various levels (primary, secondary and junior 
college) as well as teachers who were then holding administrative positions in MOE 
headquarters to get the broadest view of the phenomenon. Five of the 10 teachers in 
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the first phase were personal contacts. The 5 remaining teachers were either 
snowballed from the teachers I had interviewed, or were ‘interesting teachers’ who 
had been highlighted or whose comments were published in The Straits Times – 
Singapore’s main national newspaper. Among the informants, 2 were in MOE 
headquarters, 2 in junior colleges, 2 in secondary schools, 3 in primary schools, and 1 
had resigned from the teaching service. Two of the interviews were conducted in 
informants’ school premises, 7 interviews were conducted in coffee-joints, while the 
remaining one was conducted in the informant’s home. The details of informants who 
were interviewed in Phase 1 are presented in Table 2. 
 
TABLE 2 
Phase 1 Informants Details 











Gender Age Quali. Length (pages) 
Length 
(minutes) 
1 Adam Wong HQ 
officer HQ / Sec S N 7.5 M Early 30s Degree 14 97 
2 Cheng Poh Tee HOD Sec S N 12 F 30s Degree 16 64 
3 Eric Lee T JC S N 1 M 27 Degree 16 75 
4 Gibert Toh T JC S Y (1.5) 1 M 29 Degree 19 76 
5 Goh Lee Leng HQ 
officer HQ / Sec M (2) Y (2) 14 F 30s Degree 15 80 
6 Josephine Chen T Pri M (NA) Y (1.5) 20 F 40s A-levels 15 83 
7 Kathy Tan T Pri S N 5 F 27 Diploma 24 84 
8 Kelly Chin HOD Sec S N 10 F 30s Degree NA 60 
9 Pauline Yeo T Resigned M N 5 F Early 30s Degree 22 145 
10 Rachel Wee T Pri M (3) N 16 F 30s Degree 19 110 
†To protect the identities of the informants, names were replaced with pseudonyms and a few inconsequential details were 
changed; NA – Not available. 160 pages, 874 mins (14.6 hrs) 
 
 The questions in the interview schedule (see Appendix A for interview 
schedule) were continuously revised throughout phase 1. Questions that were not 
effective in eliciting teachers’ responses were either removed or rephrased. All, 
except for one informant, agreed to have the interview recorded. I transcribed the 
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interviews word-for-word and analyzed them by coding the interviews for concepts 
according to the guidelines provided in Glaser and Strauss (1967) and Strauss and 
Corbin (1990). The coding exercise for this study was assisted by the use of 
qualitative data analysis software NVivo. Transcripts of the interviews were reread 
multiple times, and concept labels were attached onto them. A total of 85 concepts 
resulted from the coding process. Although there was insufficient data for me to 
confidently group the concepts into categories, a few provisional categories were 
shortlisted as they showed great potential in explicating the phenomenon. These 
provisional categories were also abstract enough to subsume many of the other 
concepts. The provisional categories included 1) the relationship among colleagues; 
specifically the change in the nature of relationship among them, 2) the meanings that 
teachers attached to their work, 3) the lack of time, 4) the wide-ranging perceptions 
informants held with regard to their roles as teachers, 5) the appraisal and reward 
system, and 6) the work that cannot be quantified or easily observed. 
  
 Analysis of Phase 1 primary and secondary data also showed that secondary 
school teachers faced a unique set of challenges compared to teachers at other levels. 
First, most secondary schools often house 3 different streams of students: 
Special/Express, Normal Academic and Normal Technical. Special/Express students 
require 4 years while Normal Academic students require 5 years to complete the 
secondary education curriculum, before proceeding to junior colleges and 
polytechnics. Normal Technical students, often referred to as the “worst students,” 
usually proceed to the Institute of Technical Education (ITE; often derogatorily 
referred to as ‘It’s The End’). The allocation of teachers to classes is also symbolic as 
school management often allocates its “best teachers” to teach the graduating classes. 
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This is because the results of high-stakes national examinations are highly visible to 
the public and the results affect the ranking of the schools directly. There is also a 
perception among teachers that the “drips and drabs” (i.e. Normal Technical classes or 
“tail-end” classes within each stream) are given to the teachers who are not 
performing. Additionally, teachers teaching the non-graduating classes are often not 
recognized as non-graduating classes are not involved in high visibility national 
examinations which may affect the school’s ranking.  
 
 Second, because of the age-range of secondary school students, secondary 
school teachers, similar to primary school teachers, often have to work closely with 
students’ parents, unlike their junior college counterparts. From the data, it is evident 
that parents are important “stakeholders” whom some teachers go to great lengths not 
to provoke, often referring them as “customers.” Additionally, the disciplinary and 
socio-emotional issues teachers have to deal with in secondary schools are also 
considerably more because the students are in the adolescent phase of their lives 
(usually 13- to 17-year olds). In light of the unique challenges faced by the secondary 
school teacher, I purposed to focus my attention and data collection efforts on them.  
 
Phase 2 
 I began my search for a suitable secondary school by sending out inquiries to 
principals of secondary schools via emails in November 2005. Due to the poor 
response, I changed my strategy in December 2005 by first sending out formal letters 
explaining the details of the research, before following up by calling school principals. 
In January 2006, the principal of Neutron Secondary School (NSS – pseudonym) 
agreed to participate in the research. NSS is a government school with about 80 
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teachers. It is ranked among the top 9 bands of secondary schools (which consisted of 
60 schools) with Special/Express stream, and top 6 bands of secondary schools 
(which consisted of 61 schools) with Normal Academic stream for student 
achievement in ‘O’ level examinations in 2005. Normal Technical stream is not 
banded in the national ranking exercise. There are 156 secondary schools in 
Singapore. Among them, there are 5 independent schools, 21 autonomous and 20 
government-aided and 110 government schools9 (Singapore Ministry of Education, 
2006). 
 
 Of the 6 provisional categories that were found in phase 1, I could only 
actively seek to saturate 2 of the categories – change in the nature of relationship, and 
the appraisal and reward system – by requesting the school management to provide a 
sample of teachers who were in different stages of their careers, lengths of service, 
and performance levels10. As it was unclear at the beginning of phase 2 how the other 
4 provisional categories could be saturated, I employed maximum variation sampling 
method (Patton, 1990) in the hope that the heterogeneity of the sample would unveil 
important patterns within the variation that could further elaborate the provisional 
categories found in Phase 1 11 . Therefore I requested the school management to 
provide me with a sample of teachers who were teaching different subjects and 
                                                        
9
 Independent schools have autonomy to set their fees, admission standards, programs 
and administration. Autonomous schools have greater autonomy than government-
aided and government schools in implementing programs, and may charge additional 
miscellaneous fees. More details are available at http://www.moe.gov.sg/corporate/se 
condary.pdf 
10
 According to the school management, there were 8 above average performers, 9 
average performers and 4 below average performers among the 21 whom I have 
interviewed. 
11
 I found out during the interviews that NSS had once setup a busyness committee to 
look into why their teachers were so busy. However, the busyness committee “died its 
own natural death” without even meeting once because the teachers were too busy to 
meet! Serendipitously, NSS was an excellent sample for investigating the provisional 
category of lack of time. 
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different streams of students, who held leadership positions (Subject Heads, Level 
Heads and Head of Departments) in school and those who do not, a mix of both male 
and female, and married and single teachers. Twenty five teachers were shortlisted 
and encouraged by the school management to participate in the research. Twenty one 
of them responded and were interviewed between the period 16th February and 6th 
March 2006. The details of the informants who were interviewed in Phase 2 are 
presented in Table 3 and the summary of the informants’ characteristics is presented 
in Table 4.  
 
TABLE 3 
Phase 2 Informants Details 











Gender Age Quali. Length (pages) 
Length 
(minutes) 
11 Aw Boon Hock HOD Sec M (2) N 23 M early-50s Master’s 21 114 
12 Betty Tan T Sec M N 1.5 F 25 Degree 14 58 
13 Chen Tai Huat SH Sec S N 2 M 28 Master’s 15 64 
14 Dong Boon Pin T Sec S N 5 M 31 Degree 15 59 
15 Fatimah T Sec M (1) Y (3) 6 F mid-30s Degree 14 52 
16 Fong Meng See ST Sec M (2) N 37 F 55 Master’s 14 83 
17 Hannah Lee T Sec M N 4 F 27 Degree 17 57 
18 Ignatius Leong T Sec S N 3 M 29 Degree 10 39 
19 Kong Lay Peng T Sec S N 32 F mid-50s Degree 16 68 
20 Lam Lai Fun HOD Sec S N 22 F 40s Degree 17 64 
21 Lisa Wong T Sec S Y (1) 4 F 27 Degree 14 56 
22 Low Peng Peng T Sec M (1) Y (2) 4.5 F 30s Degree NA 64 
23 Mariana Surat T Sec M (1) N 7 F 30 Degree 14 55 
24 Ong Hong Fook T Sec M (2) Y (NA) 30 M 59 NA 8 52 
25 Rafidah T Sec M (1) N 15 F 38 Degree 17 79 
26 Ruth Chua T Sec S Y (0.5) 5 F Late 20s Degree 18 108 
27 Soh Toh Guan T Sec M (2) N 10 M 34 Degree 11 65 
28 Stephen Chan T Sec M (3) Y (4.5) 10.5 M late 30s Degree 16 78 
29 Tan Lai Heng SH Sec M N 4 M 29 Degree 17 98 
30 Yong Mei Chin T Sec M Y(3) 4 F 30 Degree 14 50 
31 Zaheera T Sec M Y (1) 0.9 F 25 Diploma 11 51 
†To protect the identities of informants, names were replaced with pseudonyms and a few inconsequential details were changed; 
NA – Not available. 293 pages, 1414 mins (23.6 hrs); Total of Phase 1 & 2: 453 pages, 2288 mins (38.1 hrs) 
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TABLE 4 
Summary of Informants’ Characteristics 
 
  
Marital Status Married (with kids) 18 (12) 
 
Single 13 
   
Gender Women 20 
 
Men 11 
   






50 and above 4 
   








30 and above 2 
   
Yes (average length) 10 (2.27) Working experience 
outside school (years) No 21 
   









   




Junior College 2 
 
Ministry HQ 2 
 
Resigned from service 1 
   
Length of Interview  Total (hours) 38.13 
 Range (minutes) 39 to 145 
 Average (minutes) 78.90 
   
 
Similar to Phase 1, all except for one informant agreed to have their interviews 
recorded. Two of the interviews were conducted in Mandarin while the rest were 
conducted in English. I transcribed the interviews, including the interviews that were 
conducted in Mandarin, word-for-word and analyzed them with the help of NVivo12. 
While coding the transcripts to saturate the provisional categories found in Phase 1, I 
also coded the data for new concepts and categories as they emerged. When new 
provisional categories were found, I reread the corpus of transcripts to saturate the 
                                                        
12
 Quotations that were taken from interviews which were conducted in Mandarin 
were translated to English by me before they were used. 
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categories. During the coding, I compared similar incidents that fell within each 
provisional category to develop their theoretical properties.  I also began to delimit the 
theory (i.e. setting the boundaries of the theory) by integrating the categories and 
removing less relevant or unimportant categories. Categories with similar properties 
were collapsed to form higher level categories that were abstract enough to subsume 
the data. As I integrated the categories, I also began to link them by thinking about 
their relationships. An integrative diagram was also created to help link the categories 
into an analytical story. The finalized set of concepts and categories are outlined in 
Table 5 and the integrative diagram is shown in Figure 4. 
  
With the provisional grounded theory developed, I tested it by sharing portions 
of the theory with 8 teachers who were not involved in earlier data collection efforts 
and recorded their responses. This proved to be an important step as it helped to 
sharpen the theory and my sensitivity to the data. When the sharing resonated with the 
teachers’ experiences, they affirmed the theory, and when there was disagreement 
with what was shared, their responses allowed me to critically examine the grounded 
theory that was generated. 
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TABLE 5 
Coding and Structure of Data 
Concepts Categories 
  
 Comparisons with other professions 
 Nature of teaching work 
 Reasons for joining the teaching profession 




 Categorizations of other teachers 
 Perceived roles 
 Highest and lowest point 
 Exemplary teacher 
 Reactions and perceptions of the newly installed 
performance appraisal system(EPMS) 
 Hindrances and obstacles in the work environment 
Construction and 




 Priority on time usage i.e. decisions on the use of time 
 Time exchange Meaning of time 
 
 
 Deprofessionalization (decreased in respect for 
profession) 
 Increased Individualism 
 Deterioration of morality 
 Over competitive 
 Deterioration of working conditions 
Depletion of meaning 
 
 
 Colleague (formal / informal) 
 Management (formal / informal) 




 Leaving (reasons for leaving) 
 Leaving (hindrances for leaving) 




 Work that cannot be quantified or easily observed Invisible work 
 
 
 Pay and Bonuses 
 Ranking 
 Promotions 




 Societal changes 
 Student related changes 
 School (organization) related changes 
 Reward structure 
 Relationships related 
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Meaning of Work 
- Tyro 
- Vocational teacher 
- High flier 
- Attention seeker 
- Occupational teacher 
- Content master 
- Family-first teacher 
- Invisible silent worker 
- Jaded & cynical teacher 
 
Feedback  
o Performance appraisal 
o Performance bonus 
o Reporting officer / 
Colleagues feedback 
o Students’ results 
o Students’ feedback 




 Performance bonus 
 Promotion 
 Recognition 
 High profile projects, 
etc. 
Intrinsic rewards 
 “Pat on the back” 
 Job satisfaction 





Meaning of time / Decisions on 
the use of time (resources) 
Aspects of work 
- Admin work  
- High profile projects 
- Interacting with students 
- Classroom teaching 
- Committees 
- Meetings 
- Lesson preparation 
- Marking 




- Academic results 
- Student development 






- Estimated Potential 
- Performance Bonus 
 
 
Reason for entering  
the teaching profession 
FIGURE 4  
Meaning of Teaching Work 
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FINDINGS: MEANINGS – WHERE THEY COME FROM, HOW 
THEY ARE CONSTRUCTED, REINFORCED AND DIMINISHED 
 
 My analysis suggests that the impact of corporatization of schools on the work 
of teachers can be explained by examining the meanings teachers attached to their 
work. The use of economics language and its related philosophies to govern the 
affairs of the school impact the work of teachers by altering 1) the nature of 
relationships between teachers and their students, their colleagues and the larger 
community, and 2) the reward structure by imposing a highly rationalized 
performance appraisal system. These changes have profoundly affected the nature of 
teaching work. As individual teachers attached different meanings to their work, the 
impact of corporatization on them was also manifested in different ways. For instance, 
as will be shown in the forthcoming sections, a teacher’s use of time depends highly 
on the meaning the teacher attaches to his or her work. The teacher’s priorities in the 
use of time are then translated into different outcomes for schools and students. 
 
 The findings of this study are presented in three sections. In the first section, I 
will discuss my observations on the origination of meanings in teaching work. In this 
section, I will answer the question, “Where do meanings of work originate?” by 
scrutinizing the informants’ decisions to join the teaching profession and the nature of 
teaching work. Second, I will present the archetypes of teachers and the meanings 
they attached to their work, as well as their use of time. What was considered 
rewarding, and the outcomes that were desired depend highly on the work orientations 
of teachers. Their work orientation guided their sensemaking of the reward structure 
and propelled them to conduct themselves in different manners. In this section, I will 
answer the question, “How are meanings constructed and reinforced?” Third, I will 
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look at the negative effects of corporatization.  Five main negative effects of 
corporatization were observed in the data, namely: 1) Deprofessionalization of the 
teaching profession, 2) Worsening of working conditions, 3) Degeneration of 
relationships and culture in schools, 4) Undermining of student achievement and 
development, especially for low achieving students, and 5) Depravation of ethics of 
school leaders. In this section, I answer the question, “How are meanings depleted?” 
by looking at the nature of teaching work and the inappropriateness of economics 
assumptions and its philosophies in the education sphere. 
 
Where do meanings originate from? 
 The analysis indicates that informants’ meanings of work originate from two 
main sources: the positive experiences they had as students, and the informants’ 
individual inclinations towards the aspects of the nature of teaching work. Unlike 
many other professions, teaching is a profession where its practitioners have a 
relatively good idea of what the job entails even before they started on the job. This is 
because all of them were recipients of teaching work themselves. This unique 
characteristic of teaching work allows the informants to draw meanings from their 
own experiences in school when they were deciding on their choice of career. Almost 
half of all the informants (14 out of 31) had already decided to become teachers when 
they were still in school. One informant who was only few years away from her 
retirement, recounted the first realization of her desire to teach: 
“I… adored my primary school teacher, so that made me interested.  I can still 
remember when I was young I… imagined myself being a teacher… and that 
started in Primary Two (i.e. 8 years old)… So I always thought that when I grow 
up, I would like to be a teacher.” 
 
Their early intentions to teach were also evidenced in their own educational choices. 
To become teachers in Singapore, applicants need to have ‘teaching subjects’ in the 
  28 
majors in their university education. Thus, many took up related degrees (for e.g. 
Mathematics, Science and English) and were determined to become teachers. As 
noted by one informant: 
“The reason why I [decided to just] major in Chemistry [was] because I wanted 
to teach Chemistry.  It [was] that early... by the time I was in [the university]… I 
did a bit of relief teaching after my ‘A’ levels, but that did not contribute to [my 
desire] to teach because I’ve got a very sucky school. But at the same time it 
didn’t demoralize me. I just knew that early that I wanted to do teaching... I just 
like the whole idea of teaching, the whole career, so other jobs had never even 
crossed my mind. So I’ve always wanted to do teaching, so that’s it for me.  And 
I actually went for the teaching interview before I graduated… I didn’t send out 
a single résumé, the only thing I applied for was teaching, and that’s what I got. 
There wasn’t a plan B.” 
 
Three informants even had their initial applications rejected and were only accepted 
subsequently. This observation is not unique to my sample. For example, as reported 
in Loh (2006), 44-year-old Sandra Wong gave up a five-figure salary as a director in a 
multinational corporation to teach. She had 2 applications rejected because she did not 
have teaching subjects in her credentials. Her application was finally approved – 20 
years after her first application – after she received the necessary credentials that 
qualified her to teach.  
 
 It is noteworthy to mention that approximately two thirds of the informants 
(21 out of 31) took up teaching as their first jobs. Of the remaining 10 informants, 4 
of them “always thought teaching was [their] kind of job” and wanted to try 
something else before they go into teaching as they treated teaching as a lifelong 
career. As noted by one informant: 
“I thought that teaching would be… a lifelong career for me… I thought maybe I 
could wait a while. So whatever job that came, I took [it up] first… I wanted to 
try [out in the] industry first… but then at the back of my mind, I thought I 
would go into teaching when I am ready.” 
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Their move to teaching, as explained by one of the informants, did not constitute a 
career switch because “it was only a matter of time” before they became teachers. As 
presented in Tables 2, 3 and 4, those who held jobs before they became teachers 
worked only an average number of 2.27 years, ranging from 1 to 4.5 years. 
Additionally, the lengths of service of teachers in Singapore are also much longer than 
what we usually observe in other occupations. 41.94% (i.e. 13 informants) of my 
sample had served for 10 years or more and 16.13% had served 20 years or more. 
These figures are comparable with national level figures where 36.34% had served 10 
years or more and 20.23% had served 20 years or more (Ministry of Education, 2006). 
The secondary data on teachers’ lengths of service corroborates the informants’ 
claims that going into teaching meant going into a lifelong career. 
 
 Close to a third (9 out of 31) of my informants became teachers because they 
were inspired by their own teachers. The informants often gave vivid accounts of 
incidents with specific details on how they were inspired into teaching. For example: 
“I wanted to be a teacher because of my teacher… He was our [running] coach 
as well as teacher-in-charge… He was really like [a] fatherly figure to us, we 
would go to him with our problems… He would be the one who listened to us… 
he was also our ally… when we [did] the wrong things… We wanted to escape 
[from the boring] post-exam activities… and he [would] pull us into his room 
and help us… he would be there with us [for] every competition, even on 
weekends, up till 6-7 o’clock [in the evening]. Now that I am a teacher, I think 
all the more I… look up to him, because he has a wife and children, but yet he 
[was] so dedicated to us.” 
 
The influence inspirational teachers had on their students was deep. As we can see 
from the data, the informants’ philosophies of teaching were often an outcome of the 
influence their teachers had on them. For these teachers, joining the teaching service 
meant that they could inspire students the way their own teachers had inspired them. 
For example, one informant revealed her gratefulness to two of her teachers who 
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“believed in [her].” This belief not only propelled her to join the teaching profession, 
but also influenced the way she teaches as she tries to emulate her teachers: 
“Everyone has [strengths], so, we only need to believe in them… even if they 
are not doing very well. Say, “I'm sure you [can] do it.” That’s… important as a 
teacher. They may not shine [now], but we tell them… “Eventually, you will do 
well.”… Years later, most of them have proven me right.” 
 
 Besides past experiences with teachers, the analysis also shows that individual 
inclinations or preferences played a large part in dictating which aspects of the nature 
of the teaching work they were passionate about. In other words, the meanings that 
individuals attached to teaching were rather idiosyncratic and highly varied. For 
example, one informant liked the “busyness” in the school: 
“I… like the school environment. I feel that the school environment has a season 
to things. The beginning of the year, then you have a break, then the end of the 
year, then you call it the end of the year... then you start all over again… there is 
a cycle. It's a season, which I think I like [and] personally prefer. And I also like 
the busyness, as in… you see children move around, there's a lot of noise, 
teachers get to move around, I like that busyness.” 
 
Another teacher said that being a teacher meant that he could “pass down 
knowledge,” and the “prospect of being able to pass down [his] knowledge to the 
other people” simply “makes [him] tick.” Amongst my sample, it was easy to find 
examples where the informants revealed their desires to “instill values,” “work with 
young people” or to “become a role-model” that their students could emulate. Being a 
teacher meant that they could “mould the characters” of young people. As noted by 
one informant: 
“I have always wanted to be a teacher… because I always thought that I have a 
lot of values, and I always wanted to pass them on… it is a very purposeful, very 
meaningful job because I like working with children.” 
  
Some informants were drawn to teaching because of their passion for the subject they 
are teaching. Joining the teaching service meant that they could work on something 
that they enjoyed doing. As one informant noted:  
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“I preferred something to do with imparting skills and knowledge to young 
people… this may be a more interesting career path for me. That’s why I 
switched my course to [a] Bachelor of Science so that I can pursue a teaching 
career... I think I enjoy interaction with young people. I don’t like an office or 
desk-bound job that deals with business matters. I think I am also a person who 
enjoys Mathematics quite a lot… my teachers, somehow in their lessons, made 
me interested in the subject… So I thought, I’ll like to do the same. So [that’s] 
partly inspiration from my previous teachers.” 
 
 
 There are a handful of teacher who attached more pragmatic or instrumental 
meanings to teaching before they became teachers. They joined teaching because 
“there weren’t many other options available” or “it provided a source of income.” One 
of the informants even said she “wasn’t clear” why she applied and it was her brother 
that filled up her application form.  There is also an informant who said she “never 
wanted to be a teacher.” She added: 
“Actually it is more of fulfilling the dreams of my mother. She aspired to be a 
teacher, but she couldn’t do it because she came from a very poor family, she 
was the eldest daughter.  So she had to quit school to help look after the 
siblings… [and] give the opportunity [to] her two brothers to pursue their 
dreams…  My grandfather was a teacher.  My mom's cousins, every family there 
is a teacher.  So it is something that is part of the family.  Actually I was not 
interested in becoming a teacher.” 
 
There are also informants who thought that joining the teaching profession meant that 
they could avoid the corporate world. These informants often lament about the 
intensity of the office politics at other workplaces. As one informant noted when 
asked about her decision to take up teaching:   
“Not really for the noble reason of “to mould the future” or whatever…but more 
for the reason that I thought I could not survive in the commercial world because 
I thought that there would be a lot of backstabbing and you know, just 
politicking and all that.”  
 
Another informant thought he could also avoid situations where he would be 
challenged ethically: 
“I was thinking about some job in the financial sector because I majored in 
Economics and Mathematics… as I checked with people, [there were] a lot of 
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under-the-table things going on… friends [told me] a lot of things… so I 
thought…I don't want that kind of life.” 
 
Although this group of informants did not have the “noble” or “laudable” reasons for 
becoming teachers, and teaching was rather meaningless before they joined the 
profession, meanings were soon developed for most of them as they began to teach. 
This could be due to the unique characteristic of teaching where the sensemaking of 
the meaning of one’s work was relatively easier compared to other jobs where the 
meanings were less obvious. As one informant mentioned: 
“You know, in teaching…one thing good [is] I never have to question the 
meaning of the work. I think I will be very miserable in a profession where I 
have to question why I am doing this. So teaching has given me that, I think, I 
never have to question that.” 
 
 Whatever meanings teachers attached to teaching before they joined the 
profession, new meanings were continuously constructed in the workplace. These new 
meanings however, may or may not be congruent with the initial meanings of work 
they started with. In the next section, I will present the processes involved in meaning 
construction and reinforcement. 
 
How are meanings constructed and reinforced? 
 Before we answer the question on how meanings are constructed and 
reinforced for teachers, it is necessary to acknowledge that no two individuals will 
attach exactly the same meanings to their work, even though the meanings may be 
similar. I have used the term “constructed” to emphasize the socially constructed 
nature of one’s sensemaking of the environmental cues. As will be shown in the 
forthcoming sections, the informants often attached multiple meanings to the work 
they were engaged in, and those meanings were often continuously reconstructed, 
replaced and/or reinforced by the information that was present in their environments. 
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The analysis shows that it would be difficult, if not impossible, to only attach a single 
meaning to one’s work. This is because the informants had to immerse themselves in 
multiple roles (both personal and professional) that had incommensurable demands, 
and that was difficult to integrate into a single meaning of work. As argued and 
demonstrated in the data, the point where they picked up the cues from the 
environment is the point where meanings start to differ. Even if the informants held 
exactly the same meanings of work, the highly idiosyncratic nature of how meanings 
were being acquired would be different.   
  
 How then can we understand the ways meanings were constructed if they were 
so varied in the ways they were acquired? One fruitful avenue to follow will be to 
scrutinize the informants’ descriptions of what teaching to them was all about. This, 
however, cannot be accomplished by asking the informants about the meanings of 
their work directly, as the question itself bears a high risk of eliciting normative 
‘textbook’ answers. In this study, a series of indirect questions were posed during the 
interviews to triangulate the meanings the informants attached to their work. The 
analysis shows that the 8 following ways were fruitful in eliciting responses that 
revealed the informants’ meanings of work: 1) the informants’ categorization of 
others (i.e. students and colleagues) – which inevitably reveals how the informants see 
themselves, 2) the roles they perceived to play as a teacher and the most important 
role amongst them, 3) the highest and lowest points of their teaching career, 4) the 
activities they would engage in if they had more time, 5) their reactions and 
perceptions of the newly installed performance appraisal system, 6) their grouses 
about the working environments, 7) their descriptions of the exemplary teacher/s, and 
of course, 8) the reasons they offered in deciding to join the teaching profession 
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(detailed in the preceding section) were all revealing of the meanings they attached to 
their work. The cues that the informants used in the explanations and elaboration of 
their answers to the questions were also indicative of how those meanings were 
constructed and reinforced. 
 
 Based on the responses which were elicited from the abovementioned ways to 
triangulate the meanings of teaching work, teachers can be categorized into 9 
archetypes. As these archetypes are a summary of the categorizations the informants 
produced, it is highly likely that they meet standards of verisimilitude. Each of these 
archetypes possesses key characteristics that make them distinctive. The 
characteristics of some archetypes make them a nuanced variation when compared 
with another archetype (e.g. vocational teacher and invisible silent worker), while 
some other characteristics make an archetype an antithesis of another (e.g. invisible 
silent worker and attention seeker). Teachers may also possess characteristics of more 
than one archetype, but cannot possess characteristics of antithetical archetypes at the 
same time. For example, it is possible, and very often the case, to have an invisible 




 Tyro. The tyro is a new teacher who is learning the ropes of teaching. 
Everything is new to them and they often have many questions to ask. Some 
informants observed that tyros are often very enthusiastic as they will try out different 
methods or do new things to get their students interested in the lesson. The self-
identity as a teacher starts to form during tyro-phase where he/she is learning the 
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ropes, and discovering what works for them. Due to the relatively smaller age gap 
between their students and them, they slip into the role of a ‘friend’ more easily than 
their senior counterparts. 
 
 Depending on the culture of the school, tyros may have a senior teacher to 
guide and mentor them. This can either be a formal arrangement where school 
management assigns an older teacher to ‘tag-along’ or an informal arrangement where 
teachers volunteer their own time to do some ‘hand-holding’ as a fellow member of 
the community. In some schools, tyros are “thrown into the deep end” to sink or swim 
without much guidance. As noted by one informant: 
“So even though sometimes, the responsibility is not given to us to mentor other 
teachers, but I do feel that, for me, there is a need to help the younger teachers 
along. I remember how I first stepped in, I didn’t really have much guidance 
from other teachers, I was left to my own devices. So I really [appreciated it] 
when one or two teachers came along and offered me a listening ear, to give me 
some advice on how to handle difficult classes as well as how to teach… So I 
guess my role now, is also to enhance the teaching [professionalism] of my 
department, my school, by sharing, by helping the younger teachers cope with 
their teaching.” 
 
Tyros often suffer bouts of self-doubts, especially when the students in the classes 
they teach are not responsive. Some will begin to doubt if their decision to join the 
teaching profession was a right one. The predicaments of these tyros are often 
aggravated by the “bad habits of principals” who like to give the “worst classes” or 
“dribs and drabs” (i.e. students in the tail-end classes or Normal Technical stream) to 
the tyro. This situation could also be attributed to the fact that new teachers are often 
posted into the school in the middle of the year where all the best classes have all 
been “siphoned off” by other teachers who were already there. Many informants 
revealed that the lowest point of the career was their tyro-phase as they either 
“stepped on toes” because they were ‘politically unsavvy,’ students were very 
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unresponsive, or they were unable to control the class. Encouragement from 
colleagues and improvement in class control or results are crucial feedback that the 
self-doubting tyro needs desperately.  
  
 To the tyro, ‘time’ is an indicator of their junior status as a member of the 
school. To the tyro who regrets his/her choice to join the teaching profession, ‘time’ 
reminds them of the 3-year contractual commitment they have to fulfill.13  
  
 Vocational Teacher. Vocational teachers are highly respected by their 
colleagues for their commitment to their students. They have a strong sense of the 
community, always willing to go the extra mile to help a fellow colleague. Unlike 
attention seekers who draw attention to themselves via their “drama,” vocational 
teachers draw attention because of their genuine concern for their students and 
colleagues. Their time spent in school is student-centered and totally devoted to their 
students. They are the “24-hour teachers” who typically spend more than 12 hours a 
day in school. They will often continue to work after school hours and on weekends. 
Colleagues marvel at their level of commitment but some will rather not be like them. 
As noted by one informant after she described the exemplary teacher in her school: 
“It’s exemplary but I don't think I want that life. I need my sanity.” 
 
  
 A simple and mundane activity such as marking assignments can take on 
different meanings for different teachers. Compared to occupational teachers who will 
“just mark the books,” vocational teachers see marking as a “diagnostic repair tool” to 
track the learning progress of their students. They also see marking as an opportunity 
                                                        
13
 Teachers in Singapore are required to fulfill a 3-year contract upon successful 
completion of their teacher training. 
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to learn more about each and every individual student. A sudden drop in the work 
standard is often a red-flag for them to follow up. For example, vocational teachers 
teaching the English language often scrutinize their students’ journal entries to 
identify any problems their students may be facing in their personal lives (e.g. family, 
Boy-girl BGR) and will intervene accordingly if required.  
 
 They care for every single aspect of the student – their cognitive, the social 
and emotional developments. They have “natural rapport” with students in class (as 
compared to some teachers who try too hard to please students) and they deliver the 
content interestingly. They also usually spend much time in lesson preparation. These 
teachers are also known as “student-magnets” as they attract students to themselves. 
Students, especially those with personal problems, like to talk to them because they 
always avail themselves. They are constantly on a lookout for students with personal 
or academic problems, and will spend their time outside the classroom meeting 
students – be it giving them extra lessons or counseling them. They often view their 
roles as surrogate parents and will care for their students the way parents will care for 
their own children. As described by one informant:  
 “Some teachers, when they see a student with a problem… [they] will sacrifice 
their recess time and their after-school hours to really talk to the students. 
Sometimes it can be for hours… they will call the parents and they will get in 
touch with every single subject teacher to find out what’s happening and then… 
they will speak to management and then they would… spend a lot of time with 
the student… Like… [weeks, even months] to help the student solve that 
particular problem, be it BGR (boy-girl relationship) or whatever that is 
hindering the student from actually performing in school… you can just see the 
care in their faces, the actions are just very sincere, very genuine.” 
  
For the vocational teacher, because their identity as a person is intricately weaved into 
their work, you cannot remove their work without taking away their identity. 
Teaching is an end in itself and provides them with a great source of satisfaction. 
They enjoy their time with their students, and will even decline opportunities for 
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promotion if it means they will be spending less time with their students. To them, 
their concept of rewards can be as simple as a “thank you from their students” or 
watching their students grow and develop. The highest point of their careers can be a 
simple visit by a previously errant student who have matured and done well in life. 
 
 High Flier. The high flying teacher is characterized by his/her speed in getting 
promoted. As reiterated by many informants, these high flying teachers also tend to be 
teachers who have been given scholarships from the MOE to pursue their 
undergraduate and/or postgraduate degrees. Their portfolios usually provide them 
many opportunities to showcase their work. The projects they are assigned are usually 
what other teachers call “high-profile projects,” where a lot of resources are at their 
disposal (e.g. higher budgets, more colleagues in the team) or they could be given less 
of the other “mundane” work (e.g. less periods to teach, skipping unimportant 
meetings). Thus, a large portion of their time is spent on these high-profile projects. 
Some informants see their high-flying colleagues as the “in-group” where trust from 
the school management is obvious. As noted by an informant:  
“Then there is the in-group, which is the group of teachers who will be selected 
to be doing the major projects, major tasks – they will be trusted.” 
 
The antithesis of a high flying teacher is one who “[flies] under the radar,” because 
the high flying teacher is always on the radar screen of the school management. They 
have no problems producing the much needed ‘evidence’ as proof for the work they 
have done because of the visibility of the projects they were tasked. Writing the 
EMPS work review form will be easy as their work can be easily documented. 
Additionally, very often, such tasks are also allocated by principals. As one informant 
observed: 
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“The rewards, so far, from my observation… people who do projects for the 
principal, gets rewarded more. Sometimes it is not a question of whether [who] 
can-do or cannot-do that kind of projects, but it is a question of who… they 
[chose] to do the project, and as a result, they get more monetary rewards… I see 
[this happening] all the time.” 
 
 High fliers know they are high fliers. Their performance bonuses, rankings, 
fast promotions, and ‘potential’ – the highest level their reporting officer perceives 
where they can ultimately reach at the end of their career (e.g. Director, Cluster 
Superintendent), the high-profile projects and the amount of resources that are at their 
disposal, forms the feedback system to tell them they are high fliers. Such special 
treatment can create uneasiness between high fliers and their colleagues as they worry 
others may be “green-eyed” because they are “blue-eyed.” As one high flying teacher 
noted: 
“When I got to [name of school], my Principal thought very highly of me… and 
he gave me very high profile things to do. I enjoyed [those], but I could see how 
I would have appeared in front of my new colleagues. Someone new… [getting] 
to do the exchange program to Japan, that kind of thing. So I did an exchange 
program with them to Japan, my school’s first exchange program… He thinks 
that I am very capable… [simply based on his perceptions].” 
 
 A vocational teacher who also happens to be a high-flier is usually well-liked 
and gets much support from his/her colleagues as they are highly respected. On the 
other hand, when the attention seeker becomes a high-flier, they usually draw much 
disdain from their discerning colleagues. 
 
 Attention Seeker. The attention seekers, as the name suggests, are teachers 
who will make sure his/her work is given due credit. Sometimes, they may even claim 
credit that is not due to them and “pad themselves with things they have not done.” 
They will make their presence known by broadcasting what they have done, and also 
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enthusiastically volunteer themselves for high-profile projects. As one informant 
observed: 
“[They] view teaching as a career, so they [will] like to move up the [ladder], 
they like to advance their career through teaching. So they [are] always… very 
enthusiastic… I am not sure whether they do it for promotion or what, but they 
are [the] people who really work their way up.” 
 
For them, time is best used to manage others’ impression of them (e.g. face-time). 
They prefer to have their time spent on high-profile projects, if possible, or 
showcasing whatever they have done so that they get a chance to be tasked on the 
“bigger things.” They are usually highly compliant with the school management’s 
requests and instructions, sometimes to the point of appearing obsequious. Informants 
often revealed their disgust for the attention seekers in their midst. Some even try to 
“stay away from them.” As noted by one informant: 
“They basically like to climb the ladder…There will be people who are 
scrambling to the top… to be seen for what they are doing… It is just the way 
they do things… Why do you have to like make it known to the whole school… 
this is being done, and email it out… “I am doing this, hey everyone! This is 
what I am doing!”” 
 
Because their time is spent on activities that are non-core to teaching, their ability to 
teach well in class is often a suspect among their colleagues: 
“[They are] interested in the showy kind of thing, the big splash projects where 
everyone knows, sad to say, a bit on the glitzy side, must be showy, must have 
glossy things, invites VIPs, so those are the people who are also involved in 
these kinds of big scale projects. Or they may be involved in things like 
discipline, which is also a high profile [appointment], you shout at students, you 
make your presence known, but in the core, things like teaching and all that, not 
so good, not very well developed… despite constant advice to gear up… [to 
upgrade and improve]… they are not focused in what is critical.”  
 
For them, their concept of rewards is performance bonuses, promotions and high-
profile projects.  
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 Occupational Teacher. The occupational teacher is the antithesis of the 
vocational teacher. Occupational teachers are often “unenthusiastic” about teaching. 
Socially, they may also be detached from other teachers in the school. They do not 
“hang around” the school unnecessarily and leave the school premises in double-
quick time. According to one informant, such teachers even go to the extent of asking 
to be given a ‘D’ performance grade in advance so that they could do the bare 
minimum legitimately. They spend little time, if any, in preparing for class. They will 
go into the classroom and “just teach,” and it does not bother them if the students are 
“out of sync,” that is if they even realize. As one informant aptly puts: 
“There are those who cannot care less about what happens to the kids. They just 
[mark the books], it’s more a job than a vocation. “I clear my work. The kids are 
digits.”” 
 
Occupational teachers are basically in the teaching profession because it provides 
them a decent source of income. To them, teaching is both intrinsically and 
extrinsically unrewarding. The teaching job provides them the means to other ends, 
whatever those ends may be. As noted by one informant: 
“There is a small number who don't take their teaching seriously. I think they are 
just there to get a pay every month. Don't quite really bother with the children. 
After one month, they don't even know the children's names, can't even spell the 
children's name properly. I think they have, maybe, other preoccupations. They 
will see teaching as an occupation… they have other preoccupations.” 
 
Other teachers, particularly the vocational teachers, often get upset when they 
encounter occupational teachers. Sometimes, they are also labeled as “teachers with 
no heart.” When asked to give an example of an exemplary teacher, the occupational 
teacher may find it hard to come out with one, or they will just answer that they have 
not encountered one that they can call exemplary. 
 
 Content Master. Content masters consistently produce good results year after 
year. To them, the content is the “bread and butter” and they excel in it. They have an 
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excellent grasp of the subject content and they know the syllabus inside out. They will 
drill the content into their students and are known to give an endless stream of class 
tests and extra lessons outside class-time. Attempting past year questions forms a key 
feature of many of their teaching methods. They will also “chase their students to the 
ends of the earth” to make sure they hand up their work. When it comes to class 
allocations, principals will allocate graduating classes to them year after year because 
of their reliability in delivering good results. To them, time in the school is viewed as 
“curriculum time” and they protect it from other distractions (e.g. student activities, 
meetings, disruptive behaviors in class). As observed by one informant: 
“There is another group, those who stick by the book and go by the syllabus, and 
complete whatever they see there, lesson 1 to 10, according to schedule. They 
are more interested in meeting the deadlines and schedules…But they are the 
ones who know the syllabus in and out.” 
 
They derive their satisfaction from seeing their students do well in examinations. 
Because they are “results-oriented,” their concept of reward usually comes in the 
“percentage of distinctions” and “year-on-year improvements.” 
 
 Some content masters are more flexible in their approach in bringing the 
content across to students. Many of these content masters are also very intrinsically 
attracted to the subjects they are teaching and will actively develop a variety of ways 
to facilitate student learning. They find it rewarding when their students develop an 
appreciation of the subject the way they themselves do. There are also some content 
masters who are on the extreme ends of the spectrum. They are less sensitive to the 
needs of students other than their academic needs. As noted by one informant: 
“They are good teachers in their own right, they teach well, their mastery of 
content and the way they deliver the lessons is good… maybe it is because I 
don’t see it, but I don’t see them [being] involved… in the other aspects, like the 
emotional aspects of the students, the care and concern.” 
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 Family-first Teacher. Family-first teachers are characterized by the priority 
they place on their families. Many of them are also highly dedicated teachers, but they 
may not be seen in school as much as their colleagues. This is because they often have 
to fulfill the commitments to their families, especially so if they have young children. 
As observed by one informant: 
“There are those with families… they don’t even stay back. They go back to 
their families [after class] and then they manage at home. You don’t see them 
marking in school… So I suppose their priorities are quite clear cut. Family is 
first. I suppose and that’s how they manage around that, which I got to learn.” 
 
Family-first teachers often get rather upset when last-minute work items are 
scheduled. This is because they often have to go to great lengths to make 
arrangements with helpers (e.g. neighbors, parents or in-laws, spouses, etc) in advance, 
to make sure that their elderly parents or young children are attended to. They guard 
their time with their families and many do consciously set aside time for their families. 
Many of them also find themselves in situations where they have to choose between 
their families or the work commitments. As vividly explained by an informant: 
“It’s a juggling job. I am very often torn between family and school… if I spend 
time being a good teacher…doing what I need, preparing, planning, marking, 
being on task… I know that it just does not stop at school. When I come home, I 
still have lots of worksheets, lots of workbooks, and stuff to complete… So if I 
am going to spend time on that, it is a kind of full time thing too, to be a good 
teacher. However, I have my own children. So when I come home, [I have to] of 
[shoo] them away at times… which is very bad, so that I can complete whatever 
I need to complete… If I spent time with them, I feel a great sense of satisfaction 
too definitely, because these are my kids and I enjoy playing with them, and they 
too deserve whatever I teach my other kids in school. But, when I spent time 
with my own kids, it is like less of a good teacher. I feel that I could not meet up 
with what I would have wanted to do.”  
 
Family-first teachers may also decline opportunities for promotion if they foresee the 
new appointment requiring a higher level of time commitment. Interestingly, only 
female family-first teachers in my sample will leave the teaching profession if their 
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families require their full-time attention. However, their commitment to the profession 
should not be doubted just because of their decision to leave.  
 
 Invisible Silent Worker. The invisible silent worker is characterized by his/her 
profile and work attitude in the school. In terms of work attitude, they work very 
much like the vocational teacher. However, their profile in school will be much lower 
than the vocational teacher. As the name suggests, they are hardly seen and heard. For 
many of them, they prefer to stay out of the limelight and avoid drawing attention to 
themselves. The invisible silent worker is the antithesis of the attention seeker. As one 
informant commented: 
“There will also be this group of people who are just faithfully doing their 
work… trying to get as [many] things done as possible… [Whoever sees it is] 
not important, as long as the students get it… not so much into "I want to do it 
show it to you, and I want the recognition.” 
 
Their hard work often goes unrewarded, unrecognized and unacknowledged by the 
school management. As described by an informant: 
“There are those teachers who are working quietly… I am referring to those who 
are quietly doing their work, may or may not be noticed, may or may not be 
recognized… there are certain activities, [certain functions, which] everybody 
will know. There are certain things you [can] keep doing [for your pupils] and 
people will not know.” 
 
To the invisible silent worker the feedback from the system is not as important as the 
feedback they get from their students. As one informant who is teaching in a primary 
school described: 
“The oldest kid who came back to see me was…22. I had to ask her… “What 
about [me], for you, that you remember me?” It was kind of live feedback for me 
to assure me and affirm me as a teacher [that] I have done the right things. I 
don’t want to hear from the system. I don’t want to hear it from the parents. I 
want to hear it from the students. That [will] confirm what sort of teacher I have 
been, if I had made a difference in that person’s life.” 
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According to informants, there are numerous invisible silent workers in the school. 
Their efforts and commitment, though hardly seen or heard, form the backbone of the 
school. They often spend time doing things that are extremely important but yet 
cannot be quantified or realistically documented as evidence for their efforts.  
  
Jaded and Cynical Teacher. Jaded-and-cynical teachers become who they are 
for various reasons. They would not have been jaded and cynical if they had distanced 
themselves from the teaching work as the occupational teachers do. However, unlike 
occupational teachers who are known to be “teachers with no heart,” jaded and 
cynical teachers are “teachers who lost their hearts.”  These teachers were once 
passionate about teaching. Somehow, these are teachers who have “lost their hearts” 
as a result of the disappointments they have experienced over the years. As one 
informant explained, many teachers started off teaching with very noble intentions, 
however, the “cruel and brutal system takes advantage of them,” and as a result, they 
grew cold and became alienated.  
 
 As mentioned in the descriptions of the other archetypes, the school rewards 
individual teachers not only through performance bonuses, pay increments, 
promotions and other explicit measures. Other more implicit measures such as the 
quality of the class they are allocated and the high-profile projects they are tasked to 
handle all signify to the teachers how much the school management values them. 
These teachers may not hanker for promotions like the attention seekers, but they 
understand (like all the other archetypes) that when the organization values them, they 
dispense the rewards using explicit and implicit measures. In other words, the rewards 
dispensed signal to the jaded and cynical teachers how much they are valued by the 
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school management, and also if the school management thinks they make a difference 
at all. As one informant noted, some teachers are just stuck in a vicious cycle where 
only management’s self-fulfilling prophecies prevail:  
“If they perceive that you can do something, they will give you something that is 
high-profile. And then, it becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy [because you have 
more avenues to showcase your work]. And if they think that you can’t do it, 
you don’t ever get to do anything important, then they think… obviously you 
can’t [do anything important].” 
 
Some teachers who are allocated work that mismatch with the meanings they attach to 
teaching work feel trapped because they cannot express their meanings of work in the 
way they desire. For example, an informant who wanted to be part of the school 
counseling team was continuously declined the opportunity and was tasked to be in 
charge of other activities. As he elaborated: 
“They are not doing necessarily what they like… but they still have to do it. So 
this group of people probably won't be so happy because it is like a bird in the 
cage, stifled… unfortunately the management does not trust their ability for 
some reason or another…they never give them the task.” 
 
The jaded and cynical teacher may be one of the negative effects of the corporatized 
school environment where individuals are homogenized and allocated like 
homogenous resources indifferently. The corporatized school environment is also a 
system where the invisible and silent workers who work behind the scenes are soon 
forgotten.  
 
It should be noted that by presenting the archetypes, I am not claiming that all 
the archetypes are the result of the corporatization of schools. Rather, I am presenting 
the archetypes that the informants claimed to be present in their current corporatized 
school environment. It is highly plausible that the range of archetypes has increased as 
a result of the corporatized school environment. Apparently, archetypes such as the 
tyro, vocational teacher and content masters have been around been around even 
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before schools were corporatized. However, it is highly possible that the number of 
teachers who fall into occupational teacher, attention seeker, and jaded and cynical 
teacher archetypes have increased because the corporatized school environment 
presents a myriad of reasons for teachers to join the teaching profession. 
 
In the next section, I present the findings on how the negative effects of 
corporatization deplete the meanings teachers attach to their work.  
 
How are meanings depleted? 
 In this section, we turn our attention to describing and explaining how work 
becomes meaningless for teachers. As mentioned in the beginning of this thesis, 
corporatization is often viewed as a panacea by public administrators. Corporatization 
is more than just a specific practice. What corporatization really does is change the 
entire philosophy of how public organizations are viewed, and how they are managed. 
As public and nonprofit organizations such as schools, hospitals, research centers, etc. 
are corporatized, they assume its economics assumptions, i.e. efficiency can be 
achieved through competition, and individuals are rationally self-interested. These 
assumptions lead to policies that encourage schools to compete, and human resource 
management systems which emphasize the individual. In Adam Smith’s book ‘An 
Inquiry into the Nature of Causes of the Wealth of Nations,’ he emphasized the 
unintended beneficial consequences when individuals act in their own interests: 
“[H]e intends only his own gain; and he is in this, as in many other cases, led by 
an invisible hand to promote an end which was no part of his intention. Nor is it 
always the worse for the society that it was no part of it. By pursuing his own 
interest, he frequently promotes that of the society more effectually than when 
he really intends to promote it” (1776, Book IV, Ch. 2).” 
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Policy makers assume that the ‘market’ (i.e. students and their parents) will correct 
the inefficiencies of the ‘school industry’ when ‘consumers’ each seek to act in their 
own interests (i.e. parents wanting the best for their own children, students wanting 
the best education for themselves). They also assume that this competitive 
environment will create schools that are capable of serving the diverse needs of the 
market efficiently and effectively. However, what is missing in their consideration is 
that principals and teachers also begin to act in their own interests, either volitionally 
or reflexively, in an environment that emphasizes competition and comparison. As I 
will show in the sections that follow, the unintended consequences of the invisible 
hand can be deleterious. 
  
As mentioned in the beginning of the findings section, 5 main negative effects 
of corporatization were observed in the data. They are: 1) Deprofessionalization of the 
teaching profession, 2) Worsening of working conditions, 3) Degeneration of 
relationships and culture in schools, and 4) Undermining of student achievement and 
development, especially for low achieving students, and 5) Depravation of ethics of 
school leaders. 
 
Deprofessionalization of the teaching profession 
 The deprofessionalization of teaching profession can be observed by 
examining the amount of regard the school gives to teachers’ opinions. As noted by 
the informants, Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) are often not treated as indicators 
but are rather treated as absolute truth. Decisions are often based solely on KPIs 
without considering other aspects of circumstances. The views of frontline teachers 
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are considered to be inferior to a statistic or KPI when it comes to decision making. 
As one informant noted:  
“There is really too much dependence on numbers. However, we are the ones 
[who] are teaching, we know the attitudes of the pupils, we know whether… [the] 
pupil is able to last through that syllabus or not… More often than not, the 
management just brushes off… the teacher’s point of view… What the pupil 
does during lesson time, they don't know… we are the ones [who are] observing 
them [in class].” 
 
 In addition, when assessing the performance of teachers, school management 
was also insensitive to the characteristics of the students and very often held 
“unrealistic expectations.” For example, according to informants, management will 
just use the primary school examination scores of their students to extrapolate and 
predict what score a student should be getting in an examination without taking other 
aspects (e.g. students’ characteristics) into consideration. As noted by an informant: 
“They are not just [not inclined] academically… they come with excess baggage. 
This kid in my form class came with a lot of excess baggage, family problems, 
financial problems and so on. It was very draining for me. But the thing is, 
others don’t see it… but I think at the end of the day, it is still the academic 
results. Even now, [as] the school is trying to develop the child holistically… but 
I think at the end of the day it is still pen and paper… it is still the results…. But 
if the person is not in there, and not teaching the class… they say “it cannot be.” 
But if they teach… the class, they will vouch for me.” 
 
 Ironically, while administrators push initiatives to promote individualized 
learning and thus require teachers to be sensitive to the needs of students and develop 
student-centered lessons, they also require broad-brush initiatives to be implemented 
at the same time. This is often done without a proper regard for the teacher at the 
frontline. For example, an initiative may require teachers to use Information 
Technology (IT) tools for at least 20% of their lessons. However, this requirement 
undermines the professionalism of teachers at the frontline by dictating what teachers 
should do in class. Administrators often label unwilling teachers as being “resistant to 
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change.” From the viewpoint of the informants, this is hardly the case. Their 
resistance does not come out of their unwillingness to change, but rather from the 
perceived lack of regard for their professionalism. The informants often reiterate that 
they are the best persons to judge if a certain method or IT tool(s) is appropriate to 
teach their lessons effectively. In order to placate administrators, teachers often carry 
out such instructions during classroom observations, but quickly revert to what they 
think is appropriate for their students. Another important cause of the 
deprofessionalization of the teaching profession is the auditing culture and the 
obsession with measuring outcomes. As one informant sarcastically noted: 
“Please don’t tell them passion is important in teaching. If not they will start 
measuring our passion.” 
 
Administrators often demand for teachers to produce ‘evidence’ for the work they 
have done even though they often readily admit that the outcomes of education are 
mostly immeasurable and intangible. For example, as noted by the then Education 
Minister: 
“When the Desired Outcomes were published, many wondered how we were 
going to measure the outcomes, most of which are intangible and unquantifiable. 
How can schools ascertain if they have achieved the Desired Outcomes? How 
would schools know what they are capable of, and whether they have done their 
best? Without a system of measurement, principals and teachers will be left 
wondering just how much they have achieved, and will have no means of 
deciding the most efficient deployment of resources and concentration of 
efforts.” (Teo, 1999) 
 
MOE’s response to the challenge of measuring intangible and unquantifiable 
outcomes is the SEM, which is linked to a 3-level Masterplan of School Awards14. 
The Masterplan of School Awards is yet another feature that exemplifies the 
insecurities that surround the management of intangible educational outcomes. Under 
                                                        
14
 At the lowest level – Achievement Award; Middle level – Sustained Achievement 
award and Best Practices Award; and the Highest level – School Excellence Award. 
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the SEM, schools are subjected to External Validations (EV) every 5 years. The SEM 
coupled with the quality system appraisals, are the anchors of the auditing culture. In 
this auditing culture, schools are obsessed with measurement and accountability, and 
thus endless streams of documentation. Some informants found it demeaning to 
constantly document what they have done as proof of their efforts. As one informant 
noted:  
“You mean… I have to document down [everything I did]? Yeah, some teachers 
who are very concerned with that will do that, their work review form is like 20-
30 pages thick [and] every single little thing they do [is documented]…. But I 
would say most teachers are an idealistic lot…to their [own] detriment… 
because they… don’t want to spend time documenting all these things. To me, I 
do [it] because it is meaningful. I do it for the kid’s benefit. Nobody knows. I 
didn’t document, I don’t want to waste time documenting.” 
 
Although the SEM was introduced to allow principals to have a framework to 
appraise their own processes, school management usually treats the EV as an 
assessment they must score like an exam, rather than a self-appraisal process. 
Principals often drill their teachers during meetings in the period before the EV so that 
they will all be “aligned.” This raises the question: If the SEM is properly used, will 
principals need to “align” the teachers? During the EV, a team of appraisers will visit 
the school for 3 days to gather information for school processes and its results. At the 
school, appraisers will conduct extensive documentation checks and interview the 
staff, students, stakeholders and the school’s partners (Soh & Koh, 2002). This 
appraisal system has obvious ontological and epistemological problems. First, it 
assumes that everything from leadership of the school, to student focused processes, 
to the impact on partners and society can be documented. Further, weak proxy 
indicators are often used to quantify the unquantifiable. For example, as noted in Soh 
and Koh (2002), for students’ character – number of hours of community service; for 
staff morale – staff transfer/resignation rates, and for students moral – student transfer 
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rates. Second it assumes that they can appraise all the processes and outcomes 
outlined in the SEM by conducting extensive interviews and documentation checks 
with a 3-day site visit to the school. Contrary to what Teo (1999) had suggested where 
“principals and teachers will be left wondering just how much they have achieved” 
without a measurement system, teachers know the impact of their work, even though 
the feedback may come only many years later. 
 
 This auditing culture and the extra work it has created for teachers in terms of 
documentation have contributed to the worsening of working conditions for teachers. 
 
Worsening of Working Conditions 
 The informants often work very long hours. Typically, an informant would 
arrive in the school by 7:00am and would leave the school around 5:00 to 6:00pm. 
One hundred percent of the informants expressed their feelings about the tightness of 
their schedules, where they often bring their work home. It is not uncommon to find 
the informants working past the midnight hour. As described by an informant: 
“For us, it is like never ending. Even if you are not working, you’re thinking 
about work, like… tomorrow’s lessons, what’s the best way to do it… or like, 
normally we would bring our marking home, and all that. So even if we take a 
rest in the afternoon, at night we are still marking… we may be away from work, 
but we are still working, it is like [a] home office. So basically, we have two 
offices – school and home.” 
 
This is despite of the fact that the MOE has increased the number of teachers from 
24,685 in 2002 to 26,380 in 2005 (increase of 6.87%) while the total enrolment of 
students has remained stable from 521,879 in 2002 to 532,225 in 2005 (increase of 
1.98%; Ministry of Education, 2006).  
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So where did the informants’ time go to? First, there is a general inflation of 
expectations from school management, parents and students. What was previously a 
privilege (e.g. extra lessons given by teachers) is now an entitlement as schools 
compete incessantly to try to surpass one another. As noted by one informant: 
“One day if I am disillusioned, I may just leave the system. Especially in 
Singapore now that we are always, I think it is a problem in our society… we are 
always wanting to be number 1. Even in neighborhood schools like ours, we are 
competing with other neighborhood schools. Sometimes it just seems quite 
meaningless trying to compete with one another becomes the results…But one 
day… if I…. can’t accept the way it is done, I may just leave. Or I can really 
find something else that I think suits me better or, probably more rewarding than 
teaching which is quite hard to find, I would say.” 
 
Second, not only do teachers have to help their students excel in their academic work, 
they also have to ensure that their students’ co-curricular activities (CCA; e.g. 
basketball, chess club, choir) win awards at the national level. Often teachers are put 
in-charge of a certain CCA, where they are also required to ensure continuous 
improvement. Third, there is proliferation of meetings of all kinds that may not be 
relevant to their core duty of teaching. From “School Strategic Thrust Meeting,” to 
“Marketing Meeting,” to “National Education Meeting,” teachers spent their out-of-
class time in school attending an endless stream of meetings instead of preparing for 
lessons and meeting up with students. Fourth, different departments of MOE often 
introduce different initiatives into the school at the same time. Undiscerning 
principals will implement most, if not, all the initiatives without considering their 
suitability. Although principals are said to be given the autonomy to choose which 
initiatives they want to implement (except for some compulsory ones), principals also 
face peer pressure when their counterparts in other schools implement initiatives that 
they did not implement, not forgetting that principals are also ranked against their 
peers. In an environment of perfect competition, any sort of ‘product differentiation’ 
is thought to be able to gain advantage over competitors – at least for the short run. 
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Thus, schools begin to compete and major on minor. Schools often like to put up 
banners outside their school premises to advertise their ‘achievements.’ For example, 
the messages on the banners can include wordings such as “Only school in West 
District with 100% passes in Mathematics for 3 consecutive years,” and a variety of 
other trivial (and sometimes inane) comparisons, similar to the phenomenon observed 
in business schools in universities.  In the end, much energy is spent on helping the 
school to “look good” instead of focusing on the development of students. As noted 
by one informant who compared how his teaching experience has changed over the 
years: 
“When I first joined it was very different… I never [thought] of promotion. I 
enjoyed teaching when I started. I really enjoyed teaching… enjoyed seeing the 
students, [working] together with the students. I never thought of whether I 
would be promoted... It never came into my mind, because that is my interest, 
that is my passion… you just look forward to another day to go to the class to 
teach… Nowadays, you have so many things… it is not the “look forward to 
another day”… kind of feeling like last time, [it is now] “when [can I] finish the 
work?”… You see the difference? You see the difference? You can check my 
history, I seldom take MC (denoting medical leave) even though I… was sick… 
[to school]. Because if I don’t come for one day… I will have more things to do. 
So teaching has changed… if you ask me now… if I am 20 years old… would I 
go into teaching, I tell you I will think over it. [If it is] like last time, I’ll say, “I 
will go in.”” 
 
 In addition, school management who is obsessed with competition will advise 
their teachers against taking medical leave for fear that their students will miss lessons. 
As noted by one informant: 
“I just spoke to another friend of mine who is in another school, and she told me 
that the principal actually sent an e-mail to all the teachers, telling the teachers, 
“next time when you want to take MC please consider the students.”  We are not 
robots. You can’t expect us to be working everyday without falling ill? So we 
are putting students’ welfare… ahead of our own welfare and our own health… 
and I find that… in a lot of schools… They always [say]… “you have to think of 
these kids, the lessons they will be missing” but they fail to see that sometimes 
[when] we are ill… we’ll stay at home…[to] do the marking, we still prepare 
lessons, it is not like we are entirely detached, I mean like when I am on MC, I 
always think “Oh no, my students have to miss lessons, so what am I going to do 
when I come back, what are the things I have to cover… prepare… you are still 
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working, thinking of the students although at that time you are supposed to be 
resting.” 
 
This obsession with competition did not only worsen the working conditions that 
teachers work in, it also degenerated the quality of relationships and communal 
culture in schools. 
 
Degeneration of the Quality of Relationships and Culture in Schools 
 As mentioned earlier, one of the main consequences of the corporatization of 
schools is the use of economics language, assumptions and philosophies in the 
governance of the affairs of the school. This led to practices like ranking and pay-for-
performance systems being imported into the education sphere. Arguably, the most 
severe of all the negative effects is the degeneration of the quality of relationships and 
culture in schools. As appraisal and reward systems emphasize the individual, the 
culture of the school has become one that the individual, either reflexively or 
volitionally looks after oneself before others, destroying the ingredients that make up 
a community. An informant describes her observation of how the ranking system of 
schools and teachers has changed the culture of the school: 
“Major changes came about when schools were ranked, when they started 
ranking the teachers as well, I think that really change the entire culture of the 
school… because of the ranking, the schools have to change the way they 
move… we are part of the MOE system…we belong to the government. So 
unfortunately… what we see is always what the government sees…Now 
Singapore is not like what it was, and I guess we had to move along, grudgingly 
or not… But I must say that what is really missing is perhaps care and concern 
for the other [person] other than yourself… we have become so individualized, 
so individualistic that it is very sad… These days, it is the each for himself and 
workplaces are also becoming more and more suspicious… that kind of culture 
has come in… I guess it’s a mode of survival, it’s a way of moving on.” 
 
The reward structure in the school system has severely resulted in the degeneration of 
the communal relationships in schools. In addition, it has changed the meaning of 
work for some individuals. When policy makers and administrators overemphasize 
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pay and promotion, individuals will begin to think in terms of pay and promotion, and 
regard it as most important, even though that may not be what it was when they first 
came into teaching. The effect of the use of economics language in the school is very 
profound. This is because when policies are worded in economics language, 
individuals in the school system will begin to use economics language to make sense 
of their world. When the dominant language used in the system is one of economics, 
the informants have to use new grammar (i.e. the rules and norms) and new 
vocabulary (i.e. the cues that are used to sensemake) that are consistent with the 
requirements of the language. The “norm” of rational self-interest must then be 
obeyed because individual will begin to think that it is the “normative” behavior that 
one should not defy (Miller, 1999). 
  
 Although teachers pick up different cues from their environment and place a 
different value on the tangible and intangible rewards of teaching, the performance 
bonus and ranking is the one which speaks the loudest. It speaks the loudest because it 
as it represents the voice of the organization. In my interviews, it is clear that the 
ranking and performance bonus means much more than just money and recognition. It 
is the voice that either affirms, or disaffirms the work that a teacher has put in for 
his/her students. When an invisible silent worker gets a ‘D’ grade, he or she may or 
may not agree with the grade given, but it certainly leaves a sour aftertaste as it 
attacks the self-esteem of a teacher. One of my informants is highly recommended by 
her colleagues as an exemplary teacher. However, she was given a ‘D’ grade by the 
school management and this was her response: 
“I could see that a few of my colleagues were very unhappy about this 
assessment system because of the performance bonus. Why should some people 
get it, why should others not? Who is to decide who gets it? I have worked hard, 
in my own opinion… that’s what I get from them. I’ve worked hard and I am not 
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getting it. Why is this other colleague getting it? What has made the principal or 
the executive committee thinks that she deserves or he deserves more than I… 
but personally I feel that it is very sad that performance bonus has to be pegged 
with the grade you get. I realized that a ‘D’ grader or ‘E’ grader, will not get 
performance bonus. And every school… has to search [for] 5% of teachers to be 
‘D’ graders15. That is the system. So last year I had half a year of [maternity] 
leave… I was given a ‘D.’ I was quite sore about it. Not because of the 
performance bonus, it’s fine because I worked half a year, why should I get a 
bonus… Anyway I realized another colleague of mine also, took half [a] year [of 
leave], she also get assessed… also got ‘D’. So they say this is a technical ‘D’, 
but nonetheless still a ‘D’… “Am I that bad?” It sort of affected my self esteem, 
why a ‘D’ for me. Are they willing to slaughter people for the sake of ‘D’?  
 
Although the EPMS defines a ‘D’ as “The officer is just able to meet requirements of 
his/her current grade in his/her work,” teachers understand that it is a euphemism, just 
like how the school system labels students ‘Normal Academic’ and ‘Normal 
Technical.’  
 
 All these beg the question: If most educational outcomes are intangible and 
unquantifiable, how then can we possibly accurately objectify the intangible and 
unquantifiable into a specific grade, rank, and performance bonus? To some 
informants, this is a demeaning and dehumanizing exercise. As one informant noted: 
“I mean this whole thing about ranking teachers and all that, it is just not human. 
It is just not a human thing to do. If I get a performance of 1.10, and you get 1, 
how would you feel? If I get like 1.11, and there you are, 1.31, how would you 
feel? We are not meat in the market, we are not cuts of meat, Sirloin versus T-
bone versus… we’re humans. The ranking system, to me, somehow, may [cause] 
some unhappiness and uneasiness, I may be [a] very good friend [of yours], but I 
might feel inferior to you because I have 1.11 and you have 1.31. I think 
ultimately it will affect work relationships and morale.” 
 
Undermining of Student Achievement and Development 
 As schools focus their attention on competing with one another, their 
resources will be allocated to areas where it will yield the best return. Areas where 
results are unquantifiable and thus unable to be used to market the school will be 
                                                        
15
 MOE responded over an article in the press that 5% is a guideline and not a quota. 
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given less attention. An example of this is student character development. The 
informants often lament the lack of emphasis from the school management on 
developing and nurturing students.  As noted by one informant, school management 
often focuses its attention on winning awards and other matters that could increase the 
profile of the school, ignoring the school’s raison d'etre as an education institution: 
“I find that the school leadership is very effective in moving the school forward 
as a corporation… as an institution of education… I would say at this point of 
time, they are not very effective. Because we are not [putting] enough emphasis 
[on] nurturing the students… but more [on] doing things that… [gain] 
recognition… publicity, marketing… really selling the school so that we attract 
the right kind of students. And in a sense, the school does well… In terms of 
branding, in terms of marketing, in terms of winning awards, SQC… best 
practice award… all these awards… we are effective because we do get these 
awards [but] I feel that the quality and the character of the students is not looked 
into and not developed…She would be a very effective person in the corporate 
world, very very effective because she can really push for awards… but in terms 
of… nurturing the students, I can’t say there’s a lot of it. In terms of putting a 
stamp down… saying no to certain practices by the students… for example, their 
skirts are really short, or they come to school late… even during exams, basic 
respect for authority… these are not emphasized… in terms of discipline, in 
terms of character building… quoted from her, “battles no worth fighting for.”” 
 
Additionally, teachers who focus their efforts on caring for the students and other 
intangible aspects of student development are often not given due credit. Instead, as 
one informant noted, the school management rewards teachers more when they spend 
their time helping the school rather than the student: 
“I find the performance assessment is… geared towards what you can do for the 
school instead of what you can do for the students. For example, if a teacher 
spent 10 hours… performing duties for their committee [on]… how to improve 
the school, marketing the school… compared to spending 10 hours counseling 
the students, helping the students out, it would be deemed that you have 
performed better if you have done that for the school.” 
 
This preoccupation with “looking good” was also observed by a student who wrote in 
to the press to comment on the school’s misplaced emphasis. Tan (2006), who 
identified himself as a student from “one of the better secondary schools,” noted: 
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“Recently, an unidentified student displayed an offensive gesture to a member of 
the public. Thus, the school held us back during the morning assembly to get this 
student to admit his mistake. Throughout the incident, the school’s emphasis was 
that its reputation was at stake. It seemed that it was more worried that this 
would “spoil the good name of the school” than about the student’s well being. 
Are schools getting their priorities right?” 
 
 More disturbingly, while we often assert that education is the best social 
leveler, some practices in the school make it hard for us to make that claim. For 
example, because the results of Normal Technical students are not published like their 
Special/Express and Normal Academic counterparts, schools frequently neglect those 
classes by allocating fewer resources to them. One of these resources is teachers. The 
allocation of teachers by the school management reveals much about their 
assumptions and priorities. As noted by the informants, the allocation of teachers is 
symbolic as school management often allocates its “best teachers” to teach the 
graduating classes, because of the visibility of high-stake national examinations that 
graduating classes take. Whenever there is a shortage of teachers in schools, the 
Normal Technical students will be the ‘sacrificial lambs.’ They are usually the ones 
who have relief teachers standing in or they would be allocated rookie teachers or 
teachers whom the school management deemed as “not performing.” 
  
 Such an arrangement creates somewhat of a microcosm of a capitalistic 
society where the rich get richer and the poor gets poorer. It is long established in 
research that household income is strongly correlated with student achievement in 
schools. As confirmed by the informants who were teaching Normal Technical classes, 
many of these students come from broken homes or families with less financial 
resources. Thus, by allocating fewer resources to Normal Technical classes, the 
school management perpetuates the vicious cycle.  
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Depravation of Ethics of School Leaders 
 Most disappointingly, immoral practices have begun to seep into the school. 
As documented here, a high-profile principal handpicked his best students to present a 
Work Improvement Team (WIT) project that was completed by his teachers.  An 
informant who was put as the teacher-in-charge shared her account as below: 
“I felt like an accomplice in a criminal act. I didn’t think it was the right thing to 
do. So the students are all very bright. They are all handpicked by him. So they 
are the best students. And they know what they are doing, they know that they 
are pretending they have done something, which they didn’t… and they asked 
him… “Mr [last name of principal], do you think it is not so right that we are 
presenting something that we didn’t do and assuming that it is ours?”… To my 
horror, he said there is nothing wrong. “We have done something that is good, 
whether teachers did it or students did it, didn’t matter. We just needed an 
avenue to present a very good project. So it is perfectly fine.” Basically telling 
them that it is okay to plagiarize, it is okay to take someone’s work and present it 
so long that the work is good. I felt very bad.”  
 
This principal was already a high-profile principal when he orchestrated that act. That 
WIT project would have added little to his portfolio and probably further him to 
nowhere. However, in an amoral competitive environment, if there is anything that 
can be done to possibly give a person an edge over an opponent, it will be done. 
 
 Due to the sensitive nature of such practices, it may be difficult to uncover 
them. However, I believe that such practices are not uncommon and this may only be 
the tip of the iceberg. There was little incentive for that high-profile principal to cheat, 
but yet he orchestrated a carefully planned lie and rationalized it when questioned by 
his own students. It would be logical to think that other individuals who have more 
incentive to gain profile (and thus assigned to do “bigger things”), may just be 
tempted to resort to similar practices. 
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DISCUSSION & IMPLICATIONS 
 
Contributions to literature on the meaning of work 
Past studies of the meaning of work focused on concepts like work centrality, 
societal norms about working, valued working outcomes, importance of work goals 
and work-role identification (e.g. Harpaz & Fu, 2002; Harpaz & Snir, 2003; MOW, 
1987). Another stream of studies in the literature viewed the meaning of work as an 
individual’s orientation towards one’s work. This stream of studies focused on the 
job-career-calling trichotomy, which was coined by Bellah and colleagues (Bellah, 
Madsen, Sullivan, Swidler, & Tipton, 1985), and operationalized by Wrzesniewski 
and colleagues (Wrzesniewski, McCauley, Rozin, & Schwartz, 1997). Although past 
studies acknowledged the dynamic nature of the meaning of work, the meaning of 
work is most often studied as a static concept via the use of surveys. Thus, the 
richness and complexity of the meanings of work and how those meanings evolve has 
not been documented. 
 
The main contribution of this study is the dynamic theory of the meaning of 
work that was developed as a result of the grounded theory induction process (see 
Figure 4). The theory of the meaning of work consists of 3 parts. First, the processes 
involved in the origination of the meaning of work; Second, how meanings are 
constructed and reinforced via sensemaking processes of each of the archetypes; 
Third, how meanings are depleted by the corporatization process. Put together, the 
three-part theory explicates the impact of the macro phenomenon (i.e. corporatization) 
on the micro level individuals (i.e. teachers). The theory emphasizes the individual’s 
continuous sensemaking of his/her work by evaluating the information that is present 
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in the social environment. The meanings the individual attached to his/her 
environment is also being defined, diminished and redefined continuously. Another 
feature of the theory is the use of archetypes. The data showed that there were 9 
archetypes – tyro, vocational teacher, high flier, attention seeker, occupational teacher, 
content master, family-first teacher, invisible silent worker, and jaded and cynical 
teacher – that were present in the school environment. Each of the archetypes 
represents a composite of various dimensions of the meaning of work. For example, 
the vocation teacher identifies work as central to his/her self-identity, and at the same 
time view teaching as a ‘calling,’ fitting in nicely with the ‘calling’ orientation of the 
job-career-calling trichotomy view of meaning of work. This study contributes to the 
current literature by integrating previous research on the meaning of work. It also 
contributes to the literature by providing evidence supporting the concept that 
individuals hold multiple meanings of work at the same time. Very importantly, this 
theory enriched the meaning of work literature by introducing the meaning of time as 
an indicator of one’s meaning of work. Future research can explore how the meaning 
of work co-evolves with the meaning of time. 
 
Current theories of work motivation have largely ignored the meanings that 
individuals attach to their work. Shamir (1991) criticized current work motivation 
theories’ over-reliance on individualistic-hedonistic assumptions and cognitive-
calculative processes. Furthermore, those theories that made a distinction between 
intrinsic and extrinsic motivation, tend to overlook the symbolic and expressive 
aspects of individuals. He asserted that: 
“[t]he human capacity to attach meanings to objects, symbols and events is 
commonly treated as irrelevant or reduced to calculative considerations and 
global emotions. Excluding the term ‘meaning’ from the vocabulary of motives, 
and limiting this vocabulary to ‘needs’ ‘drives’ ‘rewards’ ‘outcomes’ and 
  63 
‘satisfaction’ reflects the view of the person as an entity disconnected from 
society, without larger concerns than the satisfaction of individual needs. 
(Shamir, 1991: 409)” 
 
This study contributes to the literature by presenting an alternative perspective to 
viewing motivation in the workplace. It allows future researchers to consider how the 
dynamic process of sensemaking in constructing the meaning of work affects the 
motivation for performing various aspects of a job. 
 
Contributions to OB literature and implications for public organizations 
Current organizational scholars often do not distinguish the difference 
between private and public organizations. This study helps us understand the hazards 
of assuming that public and private organizations are the same. Public organizations’ 
raisons d'etre are different from private organizations’. Researchers must become 
more aware that public and private organizations as different organizational entities. 
Similarly, policy makers need to examine more closely the nature and purpose of their 
public organizations before implementing any program that is derived from the 
private sector. This study shows that the unquestioning application of private sector 
practices into the education sector can have dysfunctional consequences.  
 
As shown in the findings, the impact of corporatization on the work of 
teachers has been mostly negative. While the intentions of policy makers and public 
administrators are laudable, the evidence presented in this study suggests that the 
policies and initiatives implemented have been less than successful at accomplishing 
what they have set out to do. While Singapore students continue to outperform their 
cohort across the globe in subjects such as Mathematics and Science, sentiments from 
teachers at the frontline have been that the character and attitude of students have 
  64 
deteriorated very considerably in recent years. In other words, in areas of 
development where we can quantify and measure objectively, we have done well; in 
areas where measurement could only be achieved through the use of weak proxies, we 
have been less than successful.  
 
 Conventional wisdom will suggest that if we cannot measure it, then we 
cannot control it. It will also suggest that having some form of measurement is better 
than none. The findings suggest otherwise. The auditing culture that has seeped into 
schools has eroded the trust that we had traditionally ascribed to our teachers. This 
erosion of trust undermines the cultural controls that have traditionally been 
embedded within the profession.  In other words, we have begun to replace cultural 
controls with bureaucratic controls (Ouchi, 1979).  
  
When teachers have to ceaselessly measure and give an account for what they 
have done, even for things that are obviously not measurable and unquantifiable, we 
are undermining their professionalism. Consider the term ‘Caveat Emptor’ where we 
warn our consumers to beware of what they are consuming. The public has bought 
into this kind of mentality and demand the same from everyone everywhere. Public 
administrators have responded by demanding schools to produce tangible ‘evidence’ 
for all areas of their work. This situation is also problematic because the methods 
employed to produce the ‘evidence’ clearly lacked consideration to epistemological 
and ontological issues. Thus it will be hard to even claim that the ‘evidence’ from the 
auditing process deserves the label ‘evidence.’ In areas where educational outcomes 
are mostly intangible and unquantifiable, it may be better to have no indicator than to 
have one that is less than accurate. Furthermore, as Carl Sagan so aptly puts it, the 
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“absence of evidence is not the evidence of absence (1996: 213).” We may not be able 
to see it, but that does not mean that it is not there. Now consider the term ‘Credat 
Emptor,’ which means let the buyer trust. The wisdom of Everett Hughes deserves to 
be repeated here: 
“Since the professional does profess, he asks that he be trusted. The client is not 
a true judge of the value of the service he receives; furthermore, the problems 
and affairs of men are such that the best of professional advice and action will 
not always solve them. A central feature, then of all professions, is the motto – 
not used in this form, so far as I know – credat emptor. Thus is the professional 
relation distinguished from that of those markets in which the rule is caveat 
emptor, although the latter is far from a universal rule even in the exchange of 
goods. (1971: 374)” 
 
As Hughes had asserted and I will reiterate here, caveat emptor is not even a universal 
rule that is being applied in the marketplace. Such philosophies create a suspicious 
environment which destroys not only trust, but also communal relationships that exist 
between teachers and their fellow professionals and their students.  
 
 Conventional wisdom will also suggest that without incentives, people will not 
work as hard. This concept of human motivation is extremely demeaning and 
primitive as it disregards altruistic motivations. Policy makers assume that they need 
to administer rewards as incentives so that people will work hard to achieve the 
organizational goals. They also assume that it is necessary to create a competitive 
environment by ranking individuals and schools against one another. While policy 
makers see student achievement and development as organizational goals, they have 
failed to see that these are the personal goals of teachers that they actively seek to 
accomplish, not because of the incentives, but because of the value they see in their 
work. While we want to pay our teachers adequately, we need not emphasize pay and 
promotion as if they are the most important aspects of one’s work. When policy 
makers emphasize extrinsic rewards, these will indeed become very important, and of 
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course attract the wrong people into the profession. Policy makers need to 
acknowledge and understand that rewards in teaching can be administered by the 
nature of the work. It is ironic that while policy makers assume the language, 
philosophy and assumptions of economics, they missed out what Adam Smith had 
said in his volume, ‘Theory of Moral Sentiments.’ 
“How selfish soever man may be supposed, there are evidently some principles 
in his nature, which interest him in the fortune of others, and render their 
happiness necessary to him, though he derives nothing from it except the 
pleasure of seeing it. Of this kind is pity or compassion, the emotion which we 
feel for the misery of others, when we either see it, or are made to conceive it in 
a very lively manner. That we often derive sorrow from the sorrow of others, is a 
matter of fact too obvious to require any instances to prove it; for this sentiment, 
like all the other original passions of human nature, is by no means confined to 
the virtuous and humane, though they perhaps may feel it with the most 
exquisite sensibility. The greatest ruffian, the most hardened violator of the laws 
of society, is not altogether without it (Smith, 1759)” 
 
The nature of teaching work is such that its outcomes and satisfaction comes 
vicariously by seeing students succeed, either in terms of their academics, or personal 
character development. It is noteworthy to mention that out of the 31 highest points of 
their teaching careers that was mentioned by the informants in the interviews, only 1 
informant said it was the promotion. The remaining 30 informants recalled highpoints 
that revolved around the satisfaction of seeing their students succeed, the communal 
relationships that they share and the meaningfulness of their work. 
 
 Will incentive plans ever work in schools? The evidence suggests it may never 
work. Incentives often change behaviors when what we should be working on are 
attitudes. Incentives often bring temporary compliance but their effects are ephemeral 
(Kohn, 1993). Studies after studies have produced empirical evidence that suggests 
the inefficacy of incentives plans in the education sphere. Murnane and Cohen (1986) 
showed in their study that most pay-for-performance plans implemented in U.S 
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schools for the past 75 years failed. Those incentive plans that had succeeded had 
deviated so much from what we call incentive plans that they were hardly 
recognizable as incentive plans. Murnane and Cohen added that those ‘incentive 
plans’ that worked, hardly addressed the motivation, retention, recruitment and 
education objectives they were supposed to address. Sixteen years after Murnane and 
Cohen’s study, a review of incentive pay systems in schools by Chamberlain, Wragg, 
Haynes and Wragg (2002), concluded that there was evidence to show that the 
incentive plans had little impact on classroom performance (see Bloom, 1999 for 
study on the effects of pay dispersion). In other words, policy makers and 
administrators have been repeating the same mistakes for the past century. 
Furthermore, as reported in Pfeffer and Sutton, a survey of over 200 human resource 
professionals was conducted by the Novations Group and they concluded that forced 
ranking of employees “resulted in lower productivity, inequity, skepticism, decreased 
employee engagement, reduced collaboration, damage to morale, and mistrust in 
leadership (2006: 68).” The evidence pointing to the failure of incentive pays in 
schools and the dysfunctional effects on employees in forced ranking systems is 
compelling. Policy makers need to stop adhering to conventional wisdom and look at 
the empirical evidence. 
 
 From the data, it is clear the lack of success in these initiatives cannot be 
attributed to the lack of planning, effort and resources that have been devoted to them. 
There are severe limitations to the use of economics language, assumptions and its 
philosophies in the education sphere. What then can we do? As Pfeffer noted, “pay 
cannot substitute for a working environment high on trust, fun, and meaningful work 
(1998: 119).” Policy makers need to focus on creating a meaningful working 
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environment. Extant policies (e.g. forced ranking, incentive pay systems, audits, etc.) 
that erode trust, destroy relationships and deplete meaning of work must be carefully 
reconsidered. In addition, policy makers need to think about further professionalizing 
the teaching profession and rely on culture controls rather than bureaucratic controls. 
They also need to be more secure and grant more autonomy, i.e. respecting the 
professional, to the teacher at the frontline. Instead of tweaking incentive systems, 
policy makers should instead provide resources to teachers to support, and not to 
mandate or dictate their professional development.  
  
Forcing schools to implement single certification standards and evaluating 
them on a uniform and narrow set of criteria limits diversity and increases uniform 
practices rather than creating an environment for developing diversity and creativity 
in education. The institutionalizing effects of practices in the private sector has 
diffused to the education sector run counter to the policy intentions of creating a 
diverse and creative education environment.  Standardization has resulted in the 
homogenizing of schools. One easy way to observe this phenomenon is to simply look 
at the contents and layouts of the schools’ website – they are mostly identical. 
 
 Teaching is a profession that reproduces itself. If we look into the reasons why 
teachers join the teaching profession, we will discover that the positive experiences 
they had while they were in school played a fundamental role in their decisions to join 
the profession. The marketization of the school sector and corporatization of schools 
have severely changed the behaviors of teachers. Instead of spending their time with 
students, teachers are spending more and more time at meetings and in documenting 
activities for audit reports. With all the data capturing tasks they have to attend to it is 
  69 
difficult for teachers to replicate the same positive experiences students have had in 
the past.  Furthermore, as more of their time is spent on activities not aligned to their 
values or activities that do not reinforce their motives for taking up the teaching 
profession in the first place, the nurturing meaning of work becomes diluted.  That in 
turn, dilutes the value of the socially constructed meaning of teaching for students 
who are the pool of our future teachers. 
 
To attract and retain teachers, policy makers should focus on building stronger 
communal ties instead of pitting teachers against teachers with force ranking 
appraisals.  This is because much of the teaching skills can be considered “tacit 
knowledge” and are often transmitted via mentoring.  When teachers enter the 
teaching profession, they not only enter into a job, they enter into a community. Older 
teachers often feel obligated to guide and mentor their younger colleagues as a senior 
member of the community. This community spirit is thinning, not because teachers 
are unwilling, but because mentoring time is taken away by reporting activities.  
  
 
 This thesis was motivated by one main question, ‘What is the impact of 
corporatization on the work of teacher?’ The macro-level phenomenon of the 
corporatization of schools has affected the micro-level attitudes, behaviors and 
cognitions of individual teachers and the consequent educational outcomes by altering 
the social environment which teachers conduct their sensemaking of the meaning of 
their work. Unless we pay closer attention to the fundamental differences between 
private and public organizations - and in this study, public schools – the business of 
schools will quickly evolve to become the business of business. 
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APPENDIX 
 
Appendix A – Interview Schedule 
 
1. General Questions 
o How does a typical day in school looks like for you? 
o Has teaching changed over the years? 
o If you were to compare the teaching profession to other occupations, 
how similar or different would it be? 
 
2. Decision to join the teaching profession 
o What made you decide to join the teaching profession? 
 
3. Roles 
o What roles does a teacher play? 
o If you can only play one of these roles, which one would it be? And 
why? 
o Can you give me an example of an incident where you played this role? 
 
4. Work environment and relationships 
o Who are the people that you interact with in your daily work? 
o How would you describe your relationship with your school 
management? 
o How would you describe your relationship with your colleagues? 
 If you were to put your colleagues into categories, what kinds 
of categories would you possibly put them? 
 And which category would you put yourself? 
o How would you describe your relationship with your students? 
 If you were to put your students into categories, what kinds of  
categories would you possibly put them in? 
 
5. Assessment and reporting 
o How is your performance assessed? 
o Who assess your performance? 
o Does the work review form capture all that you do as a teacher? 
o What are some of the work that is not captured by the work review 
form? 
 
6. Perspectives on careers 
o Ever thought of leaving the teaching profession and do something else?  
o What would make you leave the teaching profession? 
o How long would you be staying in this profession as a teacher? 
o If you can choose your career all over again, would you choose to 
teach again?  
o What would you be doing when you retire? 
 
7. Perspectives on exemplary teachers 
o Have you come across any exemplary role-model teacher/s that you 
look up to? 
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o What is it about them that you see as exemplary? 
 
8. Highest and lowest point  
o What was the highest (lowest) point for you in your career as a teacher? 
